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ABSTRACT 

Postsecondary financial aid (including scholarship awards) in the United States 

are as complicated and diverse in their function as they are in their long-term implications 

and outcomes. Through an examination of third party scholarships and the students who 

receive them, this study seeks to understand the dynamic intersection between a student’s 

contextual environment, motivation and agency by analyzing students’ interpretations of 

themselves and their place within the larger financial and scholarship context. The Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) of human motivation and Deil-Amen & Tevis’ (2010) 

circumscribed agency framework form the theoretical foundation of this study. The main 

contributions of this study include a description of how third party scholarships fit into 

the larger financial aid picture, an index of what eligibility components constitute third 

party scholarships, the creation of Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology, and a 

synthesis of theory that informs future policy and practice.   
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CHAPTER ONE: THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

Over the past few decades, college tuition prices have outpaced families’ abilities 

to pay for college. College is less affordable today than it was 20-30 years ago (College 

Board, 2007; DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 2002; Heller, 1997). There has been a 

great deal of research on the impact of financial aid policy on students’ college choices 

(Avery & Hoxby, 2004; Berger & Kostal, 2002; Perna & Titus, 2004), the availability of 

financial information for students and their families (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Perna, 

2006b), and the cost and affordability of higher education (College Board, 2007; Baum, 

2001; Heller 1997). The overarching theme of the research is: as the price of college goes 

up, the probability of enrollment tends to go down for all but the wealthiest of students 

(Cohen, et al., 2010; Bettinger, 2004; Heller 1997), especially as loans now make up a 

larger share of the aid awarded to students than ever before (Chaker, 2010). Scholarships, 

financial awards based upon students’ individual characteristics, are an important element 

to financing higher education, yet research has neglected this component of higher 

education finance. At a time when budget cuts are occurring nationally, state-wide, and at 

the institutional level, it is critical that policymakers ensure that the financial investments 

made towards students’ education are meeting the stated goals of providing higher 

educational opportunities for a broad segment of high-achieving students (Cohen-Vogel, 

Ingle, Levine & Spence, 2008).  

The core ideas behind state and institutional scholarship programs are threefold: 

to “(a) motivate high school student achievement, (b) eliminate the ‘brain drain’ wherein 
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high-performing students move out of state to attend college (and later work), and (c) 

provide postsecondary opportunities to a larger segment of the state’s population” 

(Cohen-Vogel, et al., 2008).  

The idea [behind merit aid] is simple. It’s…saying to a student no matter their 

socio-economic status, their native tongue, their color or geography: “Work hard, 

study hard, play by the rules, and we, the state, will invest in you.”(Frank Brogan, 

former Florida Commissioner of Education, personal communication, January 

2005, quoted in Cohen-Vogel et al., 2008).  

 

Third party scholarships are educational gift funds that come from an entity outside the 

state or institution such as a community group, local club, or national foundation. Private 

nonprofit scholarship programs frequently originate from agencies, corporations or 

foundations with a specific mission of better preparing students for college. The impetus 

for these types of programs revolves around the idea that people outside the schools can 

have an impact on students inside the schools. An excellent example of this type of 

program is “I Have a Dream” which started in New York City in a single classroom with 

a promise of guaranteed scholarships. The program has grown to over 100 sites 

throughout the United States and now includes a menu of supplemental services for 

students (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2001). While the core ideas behind third party 

scholarships can vary based upon the intent of the original donor, all scholarships are 

about rewarding success and providing increased access to higher education. For a 

majority of students, scholarship aid of every type contributes to increasing both 

enrollment and retention rates above what they would be without that aid (Dynarski, 

2004; Schuh, 1999). In addition to the benefits an individual accrues from receiving 

scholarship aid, society realizes “impressive gains” from individuals’ investment in 
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higher education (Perna, 2006b). Growth in the college educated population is associated 

with increased national income and productivity, reduced crime rates, and greater civic 

involvement.  

As early as the 1950s, it became clear that students above the 95
th

 percentile of 

their class were either getting the scholarships necessary or had their own funding to 

successfully complete a bachelor’s degree (Thistlethwaite, 1958). In contrast, students 

between the 70
th

 and 95
th

 percentile of their class who dropped out of college due to 

inability to pay were identified as, “the most important reservoir of wasted talent” (p. 

128).  The search to implement scholarship programs that would stem this waste has been 

the object of scholarship literature since.  

Figure 1 – The Financial Aid Universe 

 

 

Loans 

 

Merit Based 
Gift Aid  

Need Based 
Gift Aid 

3rd Party 
Scholarships 
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Third party scholarships are not as marginal as many presume, and they are often 

misunderstood. As illustrated in Figure 1, third party scholarships encompass various 

forms of aid. They may be need-based only, merit-based only, a combination of need and 

merit-based, involve a loan component, or be awarded completely independent of need or 

merit. Third party scholarships can represent up to 35% of all merit-based aid awarded by 

an institution. Nationally, third party scholarships account for 7% of available grant-

based aid which includes the Federal Pell Grant, State grant funds, and institutional grant 

funds (Cohen et al., 2010). While this percentage may seem small, it is still millions of 

dollars that enables students to reduce their debt burden, have increased college choice, 

enroll in more units, or work fewer hours while attending school.  

The unique aspect of third party scholarships is their independence from state or 

institutional funding constraints. Third party scholarships include endowment funds, 

community based resources, or other private initiatives. Third party scholarships are 

awarded according to the donor’s discretion and based upon a plethora of criteria which 

may include merit or financial need elements, or a combination of both. In a tough 

economic climate, all higher education stakeholders want to know how to best utilize all 

available funds. Third party donors have the ability to target specific student populations 

in ways that states and institutions cannot. Additionally, students who receive third party 

scholarships may be employing greater agency in seeking out these awards because they 

must actively apply. Studying third party awards and the students who receive them is a 

way to combine the “mutually penetrating realities of individual subjectivity and societal 
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objectivity,” aspects that are incredibly difficult to measure in combination (Swartz, 

1997, p. 96).   

This study seeks to understand the dynamic intersection between a student’s 

contextual environment, motivation, and agency by analyzing students’ interpretations of 

experiences and actions and their place within the larger financial and scholarship 

context. This chapter will outline the overall organization of the study, define the 

problem surrounding third party scholarships, and explain the purpose behind the in-

depth analysis of this subject.   

Organization of the Study 

This study is organized into six chapters. Chapter One defines the study by 

focusing on the problem surrounding third party scholarships as well as the purpose 

behind an examination of this topic. Chapter Two provides a literature review related to 

financial aid and scholarships at the state level, institutional level, and from a student 

perspective. Chapter Two also defines the eligibility components of third party 

scholarships and introduces the theoretical frameworks upon which this study is based. 

Chapter Three presents the research design including methodology, participant selection, 

data collection and analysis. Chapter Four presents the institutional findings gathered 

from the scholarships that are available for students to apply for. Chapter Five is divided 

into three parts that present the findings from student interviews, and the theoretical 

contribution of this study. Chapter Six presents a summary of the study, discusses the 

findings and implications for future policy and practice, and provides suggestions for 

future research.   
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This research study focuses specifically on the third party scholarship experiences 

of undergraduate students for three reasons. First, the universe of third party scholarships 

available to students contains many more scholarships available for undergraduates than 

to graduate students. Second, the financial aid process as a whole is drastically different 

from graduate students than undergraduate students. Graduate students are not eligible for 

many need-based funds including Federal Pell Grant but also have funding opportunities 

such as research or teaching assistantships that are not available to undergraduates. Third, 

the concerns about financial access to higher education are primarily targeted to the 

undergraduate level. Institutions of higher education must work to reduce inequality and 

increase opportunity at the undergraduate level before tackling financial access to 

graduate education.  

The Problem 

Unfortunately, merit-based programs have not succeeded in alleviating the problem 

that college access and choice is stratified by socioeconomic status (SES), race/ethnicity, 

and college sector (Perna, 2006b; Heller 1997). There is a “strong relationship” between 

socioeconomic characteristics and scholarship awarding rates, meaning that scholarships 

are often given to students who already have the highest college participation rates 

(Heller & Rasumussen, 2002). With fewer academic and extracurricular opportunities 

and resources, lower income students are significantly less likely to receive merit-based 

aid than students from higher SES backgrounds (Avery & Kane, 2005). Findings such as 

this contradict the idea that scholarship programs are truly responsible for increasing 

higher educational opportunity for all students. Of concern is that merit aid programs, 
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“are not only ignoring existing needs, but are actually exacerbating problems, such as the 

racial stratification of institutions, that we already witness in higher education” (Marin, 

2002). Merit aid programs of all types must be evaluated in terms of their impact on 

access, persistence, and degree completion.  

Few studies have been conducted on the benefits of scholarship aid and systemic 

inequalities in large state-wide scholarship programs therefore the literature on third party 

scholarships is limited.  Most of what we know about aid and the students who receive it 

is from quantitative studies and studying policy. Few studies have looked qualitatively at 

what motivates and constrains student action in seeking and acquiring study financial 

assistance. Understanding students’ access to third party scholarships requires a deeper 

understanding of the context that impacts which students are awarded and which are not. 

It is important to know why and how students do what they do to be successful. One 

potential finding is that the same characteristics that push students to apply for third party 

scholarships may be similar to the characteristics that produce meritorious educational 

outcomes which would mean that those students are being rewarded doubly, whereas 

other students in need of access to funds are not being rewarded at all.  

Merit-based aid is unique in that it is not an entitlement in the way that need-based 

grants are. With a need-based grant, if a family demonstrates the financial inability to 

pay, the student is entitled to—or guaranteed those funds until they run out. Merit-based 

aid is based upon a reciprocity principle; students are only eligible for funds to the extent 

that they can demonstrate potential for success (Doyle, 2006).  Merit-based aid is meant 

to be a reward for academic work as well as a way for donors to invest in the 
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“meritorious” qualities of specific students (Cohen-Vogel et al., 2008). Third party 

scholarships, with their more flexible awarding requirements and freedom from state 

budget control, provide the opportunity to gain a new depth of understanding into how to 

best utilize funds to increase opportunities for all highly motivated students to pursue 

higher education. It is important for donors and policymakers to realize how they may be 

more or less incentivizing and rewarding and thereby privileging particular behaviors of 

students from particular contexts. Knowing the variety of structures of motivation and 

success can help better target financial access efforts to a wider variety of students.  

At the micro level, there is little research about how students understand, define their 

options, and decide to apply for third party scholarships. Out of those who are successful, 

it is not known what process they went through to make them successful in obtaining 

such scholarships. Students who have earned third party scholarships are unique for a 

variety of reasons. First, they have sought out a form of aid that is not automatic to the 

college aid awarding process. Second, while they may be typified as a high-GPA, high-

test score merit student, they most likely display an additional characteristic for which the 

specific donor was looking. Lastly, these students have successfully demonstrated a level 

of motivation and agency in order to have sought out and received this additional 

funding. Studying the unique aspects of third party scholarship recipients, just as studying 

the awards themselves, provides critical insight into how to strategically maximize this 

unique source of higher educational funding.   
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 The Purpose  

The purpose of this mixed methods study will be to examine and explore the universe 

of third party scholarships, the students who receive these awards at a large public 

university in the Southwest, and the interaction between environmental context and 

individual motivation that appears to have made them successful in earning such awards 

using the theoretical frameworks of Circumscribed Agency and the Self-Determination 

Theory (SDT) of human motivation. By understanding what third party scholarships exist 

and the criteria by which money is awarded, we can gain a sense of which student 

characteristics donors are rewarding, and therefore, what types of students are benefitting 

most from such opportunities.  By asking successful students to describe their 

motivations, support, and frameworks for seeking such awards, we can elaborate on 

Third Party Scholarship Recipient Characteristic Groups across a diverse range of 

students as well as better understand the dynamics behind how agency in the scholarship 

acquisition process gets enacted within diverse background contexts. Therefore, the 

research questions to guide this study are:  

1. What third party scholarships are out there?  

2. How can an examination of the students who receive third party scholarships 

inform our understanding of how structure rewards particular subpopulations?  

3. How can an exploration of the processes successful students went through to 

acquire third party scholarships expand our understanding of what motivates 

action? 
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a. How do various elements of context shape identity and frames of thinking 

and behaviors that are traditionally used to define “motivation.”  

b. How do aspects of context motivate the decisions students make and the 

actions they take? In other words, how do various contextual elements 

appear to circumscribe the agency students choose to enact? 

4. Given the contextual acquisition of third party scholarships, what potential 

consequences exist for reproducing inequalities and extending opportunities?  

To answer these questions, data will be gathered from four main sources:  

 Institutional database that identifies the requirements of third party scholarships 

available to students 

 Data from student interviews  

 Student level institutional records for third party scholarship recipients  

 Published institutional records that describe the demographic characteristics of the 

entire undergraduate student population  

These questions allow for both data-based analysis and inquiry into student perspectives. 

Balancing these two finding types will elaborate the varied ways in which motivation 

develops from context and improve our understanding of agency by understanding what 

elements of their environment students use to motivate their choices and actions.  

Summary 

This chapter has framed the study by providing an introduction to the topic of 

third party scholarships and the reasons this aspect of financial aid is worthy of study. 

The findings of this study will provide policymakers necessary data on the ways in which 
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third party scholarships impact opportunity for all types of students, and how 

policymakers, practitioners, and students can more strategically leverage this unique 

source of funding. The next chapter will review the existing literature on financial aid, 

including scholarships in general, and third party scholarships specifically. Given the 

limited literation on third party scholarships and lack of studies conducted on the benefits 

of scholarship aid, this study seeks to provide a contribution to our understanding about 

the opportunities increased and inequality perpetuated by these types of awards.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



23 

 

  

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW & CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Introduction 

Postsecondary financial aid awards (including scholarship awards) in the United 

States are as complicated and diverse in their functions as they are in their long-term 

implications and outcomes. This review begins with a contextual overview of financial 

aid including a description of the types and uses of financial aid. It emphasizes the 

importance and function of financial aid including scholarships awards from a state 

perspective, institutional perspective, and student perspective. The chapter continues with 

a focus on a particular subcategory of financial aid – scholarship awards (often referred to 

as merit-based aid). A description of the nested layers that define different types of 

scholarship awards  is provided followed by a synopsis of studies that have been 

conducted on third party merit-based awards, a specific type of third party scholarship 

(see figure 1.2). Also included is a discussion on what is known about the effects of 

scholarships and an explanation for why third party scholarships are largely absent from 

the higher education literature. Lastly, the chapter explores the ways third party 

scholarships could be studied; specifically pointing out how better understanding the 

trends in third party scholarships and the perspective of students who successfully earn 

these awards provides a valuable opportunity to expand knowledge about how both 

policymakers and other students can better leverage this unique type of funding. 

Context 

Financial aid and scholarship funding in the United States developed first at the 

institutional level, then the state level, and finally the federal level. Scholarships (often 
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referred to now as merit-based aid) were the first type of financial aid to be established. 

In 1643, Harvard University established its first scholarship almost two hundred years 

before their first student loan program (FinAid, 2012). The first state-based scholarship 

program was the New York State Regents College Scholarship Program established in 

1913. It wasn’t until 1944 that the federal government began to fund access to higher 

education with the implementation of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, best known as 

the GI Bill, which provided veterans returning from WWII tuition funding.  

 The 1960s and 1970s were the golden era for utilizing federal financial aid to 

decrease the gaps in access to higher education that existed between elite families and 

families of lower income. President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” resulted in the 

Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 which established college work study and the Higher 

Education Act of 1965 which authorized most of the federal student financial aid 

programs that exist today including the Educational Opportunity Grant Program and 

guaranteed student loans (FinAid, 2012). Johnson’s argument in support of federal 

funding for higher education was that college graduates earned more than high school 

graduates and therefore supporting education was supporting the “Great Society” as a 

whole (Wilkinson, 2004; Heller, 2002). In 1972, Congress passed the Reauthorization of 

Higher Education Act, a bill that resulted in the implementation of what, in 1980, became 

known as Pell Grants, free (non-loan) funds provided by the federal government to low 

income students to pay for educational expenses. This was the first large scale need-based 

financial aid provision for the average citizen (Heller, 1997).   
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However, since the early 1980s, there has been a dramatic decline in the share of 

support from state appropriations for public colleges and universities. State 

appropriations are frequently measured in dollars spent per student (Heller, 2002).  State 

appropriations are funds from the state budget that go towards higher education. This 

money sometimes comes from the direct tax base or lottery funds. There has also been an 

increase in the share of support from private gifts, grants, and contracts (Cohen et al., 

2010). As a result, the financial burden for higher education is steadily shifting from the 

public sector to the private sector. Financial and scholarship funding has a major impact 

on access to higher education for all students, particularly low-income and minority 

students. Scholarships have been utilized as an access tool decades before the Pell Grant 

program and yet the consistent problem remains that there is not enough money to go 

around (Thistlethwaite, 1958). Therefore, as federal state funding declines in proportion 

to the costs of tuition, not only will this eventually lead to an impasse between supply and 

demand, but this shifting burden works against the goal of maintaining broad access to 

higher education for all students (Berger & Kostal, 2002).  

Due to the availability of large longitudinal data sets, need-based financial aid is 

ideal for conducting quantitative research and measuring its impact on enrollment and 

graduation rates. As a result, the impact of need-based financial aid policies has been 

studied extensively (Cohen et al, 2010, Perna, 2006; Bettinger, 2004; College Board 

2003; DesJardins et al., 2002; Heller, 1997). The overarching conclusion of these studies 

is that although financial aid has increased access to higher education for many 

individuals, the effects of aid are different across race, income, and college sector (Perna, 
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2006; Bettinger, 2004; Heller, 1997). Financial aid is an extremely complex topic and 

financial aid comes in various forms that are not within the scope of this study. However, 

the literature on financial aid is relevant to understanding scholarships, the primary focus 

of this study. It is important to understand basic forms of financial aid and the growing 

demand for financial aid resources utilized by both institutions and individual families. 

The next section of this chapter provides the basics of financial aid awards.   

Financial Aid 101   

 This section provides a context for understanding financial aid and delineates the 

types and uses of aid. “Financial aid” consists of grants, subsidized loans, unsubsidized 

(market rate) loans, scholarships (in the form of tuition remission and cash subsidies), 

and work study wages (Heller, 1997). As illustrated in Figure 1.1, “Financial Aid” can be 

need-based, non-need based, merit-based or a combination. If an award is need-based, 

then the primary criterion for determining the student’s eligibility for that award is family 

income (as determined by the Free Application for Federal Student Aid [FAFSA] need-

analysis formula). If an award is not need-based, then family income is in no way 

considered as part of the eligibility criteria. If an award is merit-based, the primary 

criterion for determining the student’s eligibility for the award is academic (GPA, test-

scores, or some other demonstration of achievement). It is a common assumption that 

“grants” are need-based only and that scholarships are merit-based only. That is not the 

case and frequently the terms grants and scholarships are used interchangeably, especially 

at the institutional level. “Grants” are most often need-based. Grants are funds awarded 

either by the federal government, state, or institution based on a family’s financial need 
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or inability to pay the full cost of tuition and are considered “gift aid.” They do not have 

to be repaid. As stated previously, not all grants are purely need-based and may include a 

merit component to determine eligibility or renewal criteria (if the student can still get the 

grant again next year). For example, some grants have ongoing terms to determine 

eligibility (i.e. the student must maintain a 3.0 grade point average or the family income 

must not exceed $40,000 per year).  

Loans can be either need-based or not need-based. Subsidized loans are need-

based because only students and families who have an expected family contribution (the 

index number determined by the FASFA need analysis formula) less than the school’s 

cost of attendance are eligible.  Unsubsidized loans are not need-based, so any student or 

family that fills out the FASFA would be eligible for this type of loan up to a pre-set 

lifetime maximum level.  Loans and grants are used both singularly and in tandem by 

policymakers to increase access and choice in higher education (Cohen et al., 2010; 

Bettinger, 2004; Heller, 1997). 

Scholarships are a type of financial aid that varies greatly in scope depending on 

the source of funding. Students can receive scholarships from their state of residence, the 

institution, or from a third source—sometimes called an outside scholarship or a private 

scholarship, but for the purpose of this study, a third party scholarship. Some schools call 

their gift aid funds grants, despite the merit eligibility component to that fund. Most 

scholarships begin with a merit component, but may or may not take into account student 

need. Scholarships will be discussed further below.   
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Financial Aid and Scholarships at the State and Institutional Level  

In this section, the terms grant and scholarships are used interchangeably as the 

term used must be qualified by whether it is a need-based award, a merit-based 

award or both. The important issue is not whether states and institutions use the term 

grant or scholarship, but rather the movement from need-based awards to merit-

based awards.   

A majority of states now sponsor merit-based grant/scholarship programs, and 

the overall percentage of state funding going towards merit aid is increasing. In 

1980, only 12% of state aid went to merit-based programs. By 2002, the proportion 

increased to 22% and the shift in state funds from need-based to merit-based 

continues to grow (Doyle, 2006; Heller 2008). This is a clear shift in funding 

priorities that is draining money away from need-based funds.  

Individual institutions respond to the state environment in several ways. 

Primarily, they enact policies which will best ensure their financial stability, reputation, 

and perceived quality (DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall 2002; Humphrey, 2006). Ways in 

which this institutional agenda can conflict with state merit programs are when 

institutions value their own prestige over access for all students, when they raise tuition 

in response to lost state merit funds, when they engage in financial aid leveraging (to be 

described later), and when equity and access for students decline as a result of these 

institutional actions.  

Institutions provide financial aid in the form of grants and scholarships but 

usually have different purposes for each. Financial aid and scholarship policy makers, 
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often called Enrollment Managers, are caught between the competing priorities of 

enhancing both academic excellence and diversity (Sternberg, 2006). In some ways, 

diverse students are desired, but frequently more important to the institution are students 

with high academic ability and the ability to pay (McPherson & Chapiro, 2006; 

Humphrey, 2006). Financial aid is used in schools as a way to market, recruit, and retain 

desirable students (Kalsbeek & Hossler, 2008a). Financial aid is also used as a “tool to 

enhance equity, increase prestige, as a revenue enhancement tool and as a means to shape 

institutional image” (Kalsback & Hossler, 2008b, p. 2). In addition to providing access 

and choice to students who might not be able to afford the full price of higher education 

at a given institution, financial aid is used as a strategy to recruit students either to a 

specific institution or to remain within their home state (Schuh, 1999). 

Many state-wide and institutional scholarships programs are purely merit-based in 

order to “lure” desirable students with financial incentives (Clark, 2010; Schuh, 1999). 

Enrollment managers know that offering no-need merit scholarships is one of the most 

effective strategies for recruiting students (Humphrey, 2006). Giving a student a no-need 

merit scholarship is considered a more “elite” award because it is only the student’s 

meritorious characteristics that caused the student to be given the scholarship. Even 

families who can afford the full cost of higher education often receive these awards from 

institutions for the purpose of recruiting them to a specific institution or area of study 

within a specific institution.  It is prestigious for students to receive scholarships that 

award them for their excellence, but it is also prestigious for institutions to have a student 

body filled with the “best and the brightest” students possible.  
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 By giving students who can afford the full cost of higher education a low value 

“teaser” scholarship that recruits them to a specific institution, the institution increases 

their net tuition revenue with minimal costs. This is a direct shift from allocating need-

based aid in an attempt to increase access to higher education.  “While need-based 

programs award financial aid to the most economically disadvantaged students, merit-

based programs award financial aid to students who meet a specified threshold of 

academic achievement, a criterion that is positively correlated with family income” 

(Perna & Titus, 2004, p. 502). This use of financial aid to “buy students” draws both 

students and institutions away from the true purpose of financial aid (Haycock, Lynch, & 

Engle, 2010; Hossler 2004; Wilinson, 2004). A study of flagship institutions found that 

flagships spend almost exactly the same amount aiding students in the top two quintiles 

of family income as those students in the bottom two quintiles (Haycock, Lynch, & 

Engle, 2010).  

 Another way institutional policies mitigate the positive impact of state merit aid is 

the fact that multiple studies have demonstrated that institutions raise tuition in response 

to increased state funding (Long, 2002; Heller, 2010; Griswold & Marine, 1996). Even 

though some students are eligible for need-based aid that often comes along with raises in 

tuition, institutions that increase tuition can cause student withdraw and limit degree 

attainment (DesJardins, Ahlberg, & McCall, 2002). Some institutions also engage in the 

financial aid strategies of aid leveraging, a practice in which they confiscate institutional 

funds when students bring in other sources of gift aid (St. John, 2000; Kalsbeek & 

Hossler, 2008b).  Leveraging Institutional merit-based programs enables institutions to 
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save their own money on in-state merit recipients in order to spend it elsewhere (i.e. 

desirable out-of-state students who pay more net tuition) (St. John, 2000).  Unfortunately, 

the trend is for universities to direct more resources to merit-based aid instead of need-

based aid, so when institutional aid policies confound state aid policies it is the lower-

income, minority students who lose equity in the system  (Heller, 2002; McPherson & 

Schapiro; 2006). 

Overall, many scholars argue that the circumstances of institutional enrollment 

management work against these principles of access and equity that financial aid and 

scholarships were founded upon, thereby putting a college degree further out of reach for 

disadvantaged Americans by reducing need-based financial aid and increasing merit aid 

(Hossler, 2004; Heller 2002; Heller 2010). 

Financial Aid and Scholarships from a Student Perspective   

From a student perspective, the financial aid awarding process is often fraught 

with confusion and frustration. Often students do not understand the processes by which 

financial aid is determined and allocated. Students who apply to various institutions are 

sent an award letter filled with highly technical languages that not all families understand. 

Some students and families have knowledge, while others do not. Federal awards such as 

the Pell Grant, and Federal Work Study are fairly straightforward, but beyond that, 

understanding “gift aid” vs. “merit-based aid” is very complicated. McPherson and 

Schapiro explain,  

Many students who receive need-based assistance from a college will also receive 

a “merit award” (or “non-need” award) as part of their overall aid package. 

Sometimes such a merit award will boost a student’s total grant dollars above 

those of another student with similar means who didn’t receive a “merit” award; 
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in other cases, the school may simply be putting a “merit” label on dollars the 

student would have gotten anyway. Similarly, two students at the same college, 

both receiving only need-based aid, may receive quite different aid packages. The 

more desirable student may receive either a larger total package or a similar 

package but with a larger component of grant aid and lower amounts of loans and 

work than the less desirable student receives (2006, p. 50). 

 

Both the context of aid allocation and students’ understanding of their aid package are 

important. This dynamic intersection of student and family knowledge, combined with 

institutional framing is important to realize the impact of financial aid on the college 

going process.  

Also, students rarely understand what need leveraging is; a financial aid policy 

under which students could lose institutional grant funds if they receive gift aid from any 

other source. Knowledge of the intricacies of financial aid impacts student behavior in 

seeking different types of aid. In addition, tuition prices are rising faster than family 

income and the availability of financial aid (Perna 2006; Bettinger, 2004; DesJardins et 

al., 2002; Heller, 1997). Students enrolling at this time of economic stress are faced with 

higher tuition prices, limited gift aid (grants or scholarships that do not have to be 

repaid), and an expectation that they and their families will shoulder the majority of costs 

through loans or personal savings (Dowd, 2008). 

It is clear that, for the majority of students who receive it, scholarship aid does 

increase the opportunity and probability of persistence that might not be possible for 

these students without that aid (Dynarski, 2004; Schuh, 1999). In addition to the benefits 

an individual receives from utilizing scholarship aid to graduate, society realizes 

“impressive gains” from individuals’ investment in higher education (Perna, 2006b). 

More college-educated individuals result in increased national income and productivity, 
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reduced crime rates, and greater civic involvement. Unfortunately, merit-based programs 

have not succeeded in resolving the fact that college access and choice is stratified by 

socioeconomic status (SES), race/ethnicity, and college sector (Perna, 2006b; Heller 

1997). As a result, higher SES students who receive scholarship aid most likely would 

have been enrolled and retained at higher education institutions even without their 

scholarship.  

Lower income students are significantly less likely to receive merit-based aid 

(Avery & Kane, 2005). In one institutional case study, a student’s eligibility for need-

based aid was a negative predictor for graduation, meaning that scholarship recipients 

with a lower SES were less likely to graduate than scholarship recipients with a higher 

SES (Schuh, 1999).  In this case, the scholarship award itself did not have a positive 

impact on retention. Findings such as this belie the idea that scholarship programs are 

truly responsible for increasing higher educational opportunities for all motivated 

students.  

The practice of “buying” specific students with merit-based aid challenges open 

access to higher education because many of the characteristics that make a student 

“desirable” are highly correlated to race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. It also 

means that precious funds are given to students who could afford higher education 

without aid. Empirical studies within the field of higher education have demonstrated a 

variety of instances in which social and economic capital advantage certain groups of 

students to receive merit based scholarships over disadvantaged students. Avery and 

Kane (2005) found that controlling for similar academic characteristics, lower income 
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students are significantly less likely to receive merit-based aid than higher income 

students. Apparently, differences in patterns of rewarding social and cultural capital 

cause some students to be more advantaged than others in obtaining scholarship aid 

(McDonough, 1997). There are a few possible explanations for this fact. One widely 

assumed explanation is that lower income students are less meritorious than higher 

income students. Another is that there are certain social and economic structural 

advantages that cause certain groups of students to receive scholarships at higher rates 

than other types of students.  

Various studies show inequity in the type of student who typically receives merit 

scholarship awards. The typical scholarship recipient is between 15-25 years, middle-

class, dependent upon his/her parents, and attending a four-year undergraduate institution 

full time (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2005). Institutions provide 

disproportionately higher levels of tuition discounting to high-income, high SAT students 

(McPherson & Schapiro, 2006). White students are 40% more likely to receive a third 

party scholarship than minority students (Kantrowitz, 2011). However, before delving 

further into the success or advantages of specific students, it is important to fully 

understand the scope of scholarships included in this study.  

Third Party Scholarships Specified 

This section delineates the various ways of defining scholarships, and sets the 

definition parameters for this study. As stated above, for most state and institutional 

scholarships, the primary criteria for determining the student’s eligibility for the award is 

academic (GPA, test-scores, or some other demonstration of achievement). Scholarships 
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can be defined as tuition remission awards that reduce the amount of tuition due but for 

which the student never sees “real” funds. A “cash” scholarship is one in which the 

student receives cash to help pay for educational expenses including tuition, fees, 

housing, food, books, transportation and other miscellaneous expenses if tuition and other 

fees have been paid in full. In most cases, state and institutional scholarships are tuition 

remission awards. However, this is not always the case, and some students receive a 

scholarship that pays tuition, fees, books, and also receive leftover cash. Whether or not 

the student could receive leftover cash is one way to identify third party scholarships, but 

it is not necessarily true.  

The primary way to distinguish between different forms of merit aid is to identify 

the funding source. While state scholarships are frequently funded through lottery or 

other state funds and institutional funds come from the school’s operational budget, third 

party scholarship funds originate outside statewide merit programs or institutional 

scholarship funds. They may come from a local community group, church, or individual. 

There are also national third party scholarships such as the Gates Millennial Scholarship 

Program or the Jack Kent Cooke Scholars Foundation awards. Another unique aspect of 

third party scholarships is that often students must apply for them in order to be 

considered. The application process can involve an application form, essay, personal 

statement, interview, required document attachments or a variety of other requirements. It 

is here that the similarity between state scholarships and third party scholarships ends.  

As shown in Figure 2, third party scholarships are a subset of financial aid that 

frequently involve both merit and need components. Third party scholarships also 
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frequently include more specific eligibility criteria than state or institutional level 

scholarships.  The highlighted Venn diagram that makes up third party scholarships is the 

content of Figure 3.  

Figure 2 - Third Party Scholarships: A Subset of Financial Aid  

 

 

There are very few legitimate third party scholarships that do not have any 

specific qualifying requirements, meaning that all that students have to do to apply for 

these scholarships is submit a generic essay or personal statement. These students are 

represented by the small part of the red circle that does not cover either the need-based or 
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merit-based circles. However, just as most of the red circle overlaps one, both, or even 

three of the blue circles, most third party scholarships are awarded based upon students’ 

demonstrated financial circumstances (as in the case of need-based aid), academic 

characteristics such as those used in other forms of merit-based aid, or a plethora of other 

individual attributes such as gender, race, extracurricular involvement, or membership to 

a specific group. In order to better typify the variation amongst third party scholarships, I 

have created an illustration of third party scholarship eligibility components.  

 

Figure 3 – Third Party Scholarship Eligibility Components  

Third Party Scholarship Eligibility Components 

All third party scholarships are funded by donors outside of the state education fund and 

institutional grant resources. They include individual donors, community organizations, 

businesses and national scholarship funds.  
 

Categorize third party scholarships across 4 eligibility components   

Academic (Merit) Performance Requirements (GPA and Test Scores)  

Need Requirements (SES as determined by FAFSA EFC, tax returns, or other criteria)  

Demographic Requirements (Race, Gender, State of Residence) 

Individual (Interest /Subject/Emphasis) Requirements (major, hobbies, extracurricular 

involvement)  
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Within a given third party scholarship, the donor may establish eligibility requirements 

according to four eligibility properties: academic (merit) performance requirements such 

as GPA or standardized test scores; need requirements as determined by the FAFSA or 

other needs test; demographic requirements such as race, gender, or state of residence; 

and individual interest requirements such as major in school, hobbies, or extracurricular 

involvement.   The unique eligibility criteria and application process for third party 

scholarships has implications for who receives them and the success pathways of those 

recipients, as students who apply for these awards must identify opportunity, take action, 

and compete to be considered a scholarship recipient.  

Published Third Party Scholarship Studies 

Similar to studies on need-based aid, studies on broad-based state scholarship 

programs, like Georgia’s HOPE scholarship, provide rich data which can be used to 

inform large-scale, longitudinal or even comparative quantitative analysis on the effects 

of merit-only based aid.  However, large scale, comparative data on third party 

scholarships is extremely difficult to collect. The one published quantitative study about 

the universe of third party scholarships was published by the Institute for Higher 

Education Policy in 2005. This study attempted to provide a broad understanding of the 

scope and importance of third party scholarships. In addition to their major findings that 

provided a general overview of the third party scholarship aid landscape, the study 

profiled several specific scholarship programs—a much more common form of third 

party scholarship publication.  
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The MDRC conducted a recent study on the effects of a performance-based 

scholarship program for low-income parents and found that the program encouraged 

more students to register for college, increased persistence, increased the number of 

credits students earned, and had positive impacts on a range of social and psychological 

outcomes (Richburg-Hayes et al., 2009). In addition to their 2005 study, the Institute for 

Higher Education Policy has conducted evaluative studies on both the Gates Millennium 

Scholars impact and the Washington State Achievers Program. In both cases, these 

scholarship programs demonstrated support of undergraduate completion and high levels 

of student engagement (2010a, 2010b). The Greater Texas Foundation has also released 

two recent papers about the impact of financial aid and scholarships on degree 

completion in Texas with a specific focus on the best practices gleaned from Texas 

scholarship foundations (Cohen, Fox, Kutash, & Pandit, 2010a, 2010b).  

I was unable to find any studies dedicated to third party scholarships in higher 

education academic journals although Laura Perna and other noteworthy scholars of 

higher education frequently contribute to the more professionally targeted Journal of 

Student Financial Aid published by the National Association of Student Financial Aid 

Administrators. In the 2008 edition, Perna published a study on barriers students face in 

receiving scholarships as well as guidelines for where students find scholarships. In the 

article, Perna also noted the dearth of scholarly literature on scholarships from colleges 

and universities and other nongovernmental sources.  

Apart from the few publications listed above, studies on third party scholarships 

are glaringly missing from the higher education literature. Studies on third party 
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scholarships are limited in part because they require a more qualitative scope. The 

selection and awarding of third party scholarships is not automatic or formulaic in the 

same way need-based and large scale state and institutional awards are awarded. In other 

words, students have to seek out these scholarships above and beyond their FAFSA 

application and application for enrollment to any given institution.  Knowledge of how 

students access third party scholarships and who accesses them requires a deep 

understanding of the environmental context such as the high school context, the role of 

others such as guidance counselors, and individual student attributes like extracurricular 

involvement and non-cognitive traits including motivation. Moreover, a study of third 

party scholarships provides insight into both the subjective values of society (what 

attributes make a student eligible) as well as the individual qualities that lead some 

students to receive thousands of dollars while others receive none. Also missing from the 

literature is the student perspective regarding the process they experienced that enabled 

them to be successful in receiving third party scholarship awards. Third party 

scholarships are a specific branch of scholarships that provide the opportunity to gain a 

new depth of understanding into how merit aid either reproduces or alleviates inequality.   

Third party scholarship recipients are a population that has been successful across 

a range of demographic characteristics. Focusing on this population allows the researcher 

to explore dimensions of success that cross-cut SES, race, and academic preparation in 

order to identity successful cases across categories. The goal is not to stratify students in 

the traditional way, to see who succeeds and who does not or who has access and who 

does not, but rather to study all successful third party scholarship recipients in order to 
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identify a more nuanced way of framing success. Additionally, by utilizing a qualitative 

lens, this study moves beyond the traditional deterministic models in favor of observing 

how behaviors and motivations might be different across differing student background 

contexts. Motivations and behaviors may be context-dependent in many ways, so we 

should not treat success in obtaining these funds as a universal model, but consider how 

behavior and motivation may be specific to particular contexts through an in-depth 

analysis of third party scholarship recipients. The elements included in the theoretical 

framework section of this chapter include student motivation as defined through Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) of human motivation and the Deil-Amen and Tevis’ (2010) 

circumscribed agency framework. These theoretical frameworks assist the researcher in 

where to start looking to discover structural gaps and overlaps in the life experiences of 

the research participants.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

In this section, I review some of the theories that have driven similar studies on 

access and success in higher education before introducing the two specific conceptual 

models that inform the research questions articulated in this study: the Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) of human motivation, and Deil-Amen & Tevis’ (2010) 

circumscribed agency framework.  

Third party scholarships and the students who receive these awards can best be 

understood as a context of concentric layers, with the individual student embedded within 

the nested layers.  Many contextual forces influence students’ college-related behaviors 

including culture, families, peer groups, financial preparation, counseling, mentoring, 
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rigorous academic preparation, and timing (Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John & Asker, 

2011, Perna 2006; Tierney, Corwin, & Colyar, 2005). Studies that focus on academic 

choice and success often maintain a cultural and social capital emphasis. Capital acts as a 

form of asset that can be accumulated or exchanged in order to gain power and status 

(Bourdieu, 1977). The environmental or organizational contexts within which students 

are embedded are capital-imparting systems that affect the choices students make about 

college, what types of aid they apply for, and their likelihood of applying for third party 

scholarships. In her book, Choosing Colleges: How Social Class and Schools Structure 

Opportunity, Patricia McDonough asserts that organizational contexts influence students’ 

access to different forms of capital (1997). Inasmuch as the school provides information, 

resources, support, and a college-going culture, students respond in ways they consider 

acceptable to their circumstances. Because the school context shapes students’ outcomes, 

schools lacking in certain types of capital reproduce “social inequalities” (p. 156).  

Perna’s (2006) conceptual model poses that students’ college-enrollment decisions are 

shaped by four nested conceptual layers: the student and family context; the school and 

community context; the higher education context; and the broader social, economic, and 

policy context.  

One example of contextual influence can be witnessed in how high school 

counselors and teachers have a significant impact on both the knowledge about financial 

aid options students receive and whether or not students believe they are capable of 

attending college. McDonough (1997) describes how high school counselors and teachers 

act as gatekeepers to “the pathways to success in American culture” (Marshall cited in 
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McDonough, p. 2).  According to McDonough, this type of gatekeeping is accomplished 

mostly by conditioning students to self-select themselves out of certain academic 

trajectories by lowering their academic expectations, channeling them into a curriculum 

track that does not meet college prerequisites, or failing to provide adequate information 

about college options including their financial aid options and scholarship opportunities 

available. Therefore, students who do not have the knowledge or resources to guide them 

through the college process are effectively disadvantaged in their access to higher 

education. Alternatively, supportive teachers can inspire students to raise their 

educational aspirations. The students in Attinasi’s (2007) study often referred to 

influential high-school instructors with whom they had a close relationship as mentors. 

The roles of teachers and mentors directly impact whether or not students are more or 

less likely to receive scholarship aid (Cohen, Fox, Kutash, & Pandit, 2010). Schools in 

higher SES neighborhoods tend to have lower teacher-to-student ratios, higher paid 

teachers, and guidance counselors specifically assigned to college preparation. These 

benefits are not as readily available to lower income students (Attinasi, 2007).  

Another contextual layer that impacts why certain groups of students receive 

greater amounts of scholarships than others is the role of their peers. Arbona and Nora 

(2007) documented the influence of peers on educational expectations in their study of 

the influence of academic and environmental factors on Hispanic college degree 

attainment. They found that peers can have either a positive or a negative influence on 

educational expectations. Students placed into higher-level high school curriculum tracks 

were more likely to have higher pre-college educational expectations whereas other 
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students, even those who met collegiate academic standards, chose to drop out, 

“…because they may perceive their academic performance as substandard in comparison 

to that of other students” (p. 264). Similarly, students who participate in certain activities 

such as peer counseling, are more informed and therefore better able to make better 

college choices (Perna, 2006). Winston & Zimmerman (2004) documented similar peer 

effects on students’ enrollment and persistence behaviors. Therefore, students who are 

surrounded by highly successful peers, particularly those who have already received 

scholarship aid, are more likely to receive aid than students who do not know other 

students with scholarship aid.  

The concept of habitus has also been applied to higher education as goals, values, 

and beliefs are translated into a student’s comfort, acceptance, and fit within a particular 

institution (Nora, 2004). Habitus is “a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, 

integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, 

appreciations, and actions” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 82-83). One’s habitus, a concept 

embedded in theories of cultural capital, is based upon one’s past experiences and 

conditions whose existence and persistence lead to predispositions, propensities, and 

inclinations to act in a certain way (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Habitus is not an 

automatic response nor can it predetermine an individual’s actions, but rather habitus 

defines the “regulated improvisations” performed by an individual that reflect their “basis 

of perception and appreciation” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78). More simply stated, an 

individual’s habitus is a lens or pattern for recognizing, interpreting, and responding to 

social structures and situations. The previous lenses or patterns an individual has been 
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exposed to influence the type of lens or pattern the individual will prefer, utilize, and 

ultimately recreate.  

According to Bourdieu (1984), habitus is influenced by class, educational 

structures, familial structures, and individual biological properties such as sex and age. 

There are also factors such as occupation, amount of capital possessed, geographic origin, 

and family connections that each influence habitus. While reviewing each of these factors 

individually helps in understanding the components of an individual’s habitus, it is the 

dynamic interplay and continuously shifting significance of each of these factors that 

delineates habitus as more than a simple sum of its parts. Habitus is the first layer of 

Perna’s model mentioned above. In this model, habitus accounts for students’ perceptions 

of reality and expectations related to financing their education that impact their 

enrollment behaviors (2006b). 

Using quantitative survey data, Nora found that habitus does have an impact on 

student satisfaction and therefore college choice and persistence. Paulsen and St. John 

(2002) are two of a handful of researchers to directly apply the concept of habitus to both 

financial decisions related to college choice and persistence. Paulsen and St. John state 

that it is habitus that contextualizes students’ determination of value and thus is directly 

related to students’ cost-consciousness and concerns about financial aid availability. 

Therefore, students’ habitus would influence whether or not they apply to outside donor 

awards or perhaps even consider themselves eligible candidates.  

Deil-Amen and Tevis’ (2010) Circumscribed Agency framework goes beyond 

Perna’s model by elaborating the idea of “situated contexts” to understand how social 
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groups interpret and respond to their social contexts. In order to more fully understand 

the role of the individual as an active agent in their own life, we must consider how their 

active role in framing their circumstances is shaped by a context that defines their 

knowledge and preferences, thereby creating parameters of reference that shape the 

behaviors they enact to accomplish desired results.  For example, a student who earns a 

21 on their ACT might consider their score to be very high or very low depending on the 

context of their peers, their high school’s expectations, and other aspects of their 

environment that help them to define what parameters to use to judge themselves against. 

The case of students successfully earning third party scholarship funds is an ideal 

population to explore these dynamics. We know that not all third party scholarship 

recipients come from the same background, nor do they define the same parameters of 

individual actions necessary to achieve their success. It is their context that shapes the 

agency these students choose to take.  

The role of agency in obtaining such funds is even more palpable due to the 

additional actions necessary to both desire and acquire such scholarships. However, 

sociological frames focus primarily on interaction between individuals or between an 

individual and his/her context. They do not focus on individual motivation that 

encourages a student to interact the way they do. Sociological frames rarely include the 

role of an isolated individual and their motivation within the theory structure. Given this 

view of the process in which individuals are motivated from elements in their context to 

act in specific ways, it is desirable to not only utilize sociologically-based higher 

education theories, but also to borrow from theories generated from the field of social 
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psychology. My analyses unpack the aspects of students’ logic that resemble 

psychological notions of internal motivation while also paying careful attention to the 

layers of context within which they are embedded.  

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)  

“Motivation concerns energy, direction, persistence, and equifinality—all aspects 

of activation and intention…In the real world, motivation is highly valued 

because of its consequences: Motivation produces” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 69).  

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a theory of human motivation that focuses on the 

human need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Ryan, 1995). The theory’s roots 

lay in the work of Albert Bandura who studied self-efficacy, the feeling that one can 

bring about their own desired outcomes as an indication of psychological health 

(Bandura, 1977).  SDT postulates that people are innately motivated towards “inherent 

growth tendencies” and to meet their psychological needs. It is for this reason that, 

persistent throughout, society individuals display effort, agency and commitment in their 

lives (Ryan & Deci, 2000). People create agency in order to alleviate self-doubt and take 

control of tasks even if they expect failure (Harlow & Cantor, 1995). SDT seeks to 

measure both evolved inner resources for personality development (i.e feelings of 

confidence and self-esteem) and behavioral self-regulation (enacting agency in order to 

reach a desired goal) (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

According to SDT, it matters if an individual’s motivation is a result of 

“introjection,” compliance to external pressure, or “integration,” the result of an inner 

value or identity (Deci et al., 1994). Introjection is a form of extrinsic motivation in 

which motivation results from outside control. Integration is a form of intrinsic 
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motivation, motivation that is autonomous and reflective of the self.  Utilizing this 

conceptual framework will allow the research to note if third party scholarship recipients 

are intrinsically or extrinsically motivated to apply for these types of awards.  

 Understanding why students apply for multiple third party scholarships is 

replicative of Ryan and Connell’s 1989 study to find out if students do school work 

because “they think they should and will feel guilty if they don’t” or “that they think the 

material is important for them to know” (Deci et al, 1994, p. 122). There are several 

possible outcomes depending on motivation. On the one hand, individuals with 

contingent [to external factors] high self-esteem are highly associated with “being driven 

to constantly achieve high standards of excellence” (Kernis, 1995, p. 244).  On the other 

hand, students who act out of internal motivation tend to feel more capable and eager to 

demonstrate mastery of challenging events (Burger, 2005).  

While studies on SDT have considered the social environment, they have done so 

in a limited way, often by noting the absence or presence of rewards, providing a 

meaningful rationale, acknowledging the subject’s feelings, and conveying choice (Deci, 

Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994). However limited, these parameters provide elements 

for identifying what aspects of context motivate students to enact agency in their higher 

education pursuits. Missing from SDT are the other actors who are helping to drive 

students’ motivation. What students determine is an action that is necessary or reasonable 

is established by how they are encouraged by others in their context to identify their place 

relative to specific groups of people by which parameters are set.  
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Circumscribed Agency  

Circumscribed agency integrates higher education literature, sociological theory, 

and social cognitive theory by elaborating the idea of “situated contexts” to understand 

how social groups interpret and respond to their social contexts (Deil-Amen & Tevis, 

2010).  In such a framework, individuals circumscribed by the perceptions and 

interpretations inherent in their social contexts enact a form of agency to direct their 

decisions and behaviors that is very much influenced by the self-perception they develop 

as a consequence of the parameters of reference defined by the actors in those contexts. 

More specifically, “behavioral outcomes are a consequence of a dynamic, fluid, and 

ongoing interchange between social context and introspective psychological perception” 

(Deil-Amen & Tevis, 2010, p. 143). For example, students whose high school 

emphasized ACT test score distributions within their high school tended to define “low” 

and “high” test scores within those parameters.  Their high school context provided a 

“protective and optimistic buffer.”  Some very low-scoring students, therefore, attributed 

little importance to the test as a gauge of their abilities to succeed in college and were 

unaware of how extremely low their scores were compared to national averages. At the 

same time, some students who scored close to the national average, were overconfident in 

their abilities because their high school focused on school rather than national averages. 

Their immediate high school peers had scored so much lower and their high school 

conveyed the message that their scores were exceptional.  However, with different or 

broader parameters of reference, these same students may have taken actions to engage in 

more college preparation activities (Deil-Amen & Tevis, 2010). In other words, strategies 
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of agency used by students can look very different and take on very different logics 

depending on their context. So, what might appear to be motivation or lack of motivation 

is very much shaped by the way needs, options, and necessary behaviors are framed in 

the given context within which an individual is situated.   

By considering both the frameworks of circumscribed agency and self-

determination theory, this study explores how students frame the logic and “motivation” 

behind their decision to exert agency in the form of applying for acquiring outside donor 

scholarships.  My analyses unpack those aspects of their logic that resemble 

psychological notions of internal motivation while also paying careful attention to the  

layers of context within which they are embedded, as revealed through their reports of 

their path to such a decision.  By applying both psychological and sociological frames to 

understand this “motivated” behavior among students of varying SES backgrounds, I 

uncover the varying ways that particular forms of motivation and related action can 

develop differently within different socio-economic and academic contexts. I also reveal 

the similar sociological foundations that underlie and, in many ways, precede the stages 

of motivation development discussed by social psychologists. For instance, students (or 

those defining their options) must possess, either from discussions with others in their 

contextual environment or observing what the people around them are focusing upon, the 

knowledge of the costs associated with higher education and the confidence that they are 

potentially a student deserving of a meritorious award, in order to take action and apply 

for third party scholarships. How students develop this qualified identity involves the 

analysis of all the concentric layers of context identified above. The critical finding is the 
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intersection of circumscribed agency and self-determination theory that reveals the 

dynamics at work that set students’ parameters of reference in a way that either promotes 

equitable access to higher education or extends social stratification.  

Summary  

A qualitative look at how successful students have experienced and interpreted 

this intersection of motivation to take action and opportunity of context is essential to 

better understanding the supports underlying their apparent “motivated” behaviors. Deil-

Amen and Tevis (2010) do acknowledge the important role played by psychological 

perceptions and provide a guide for understanding this intersection, but it is SDT that 

provides the specific contextual parameters that facilitate individual motivation as a 

social psychological construct. Use of both frameworks in concert allows the researcher 

to approach the complex intersection of structural context and student motivation at once. 

In addition, students’ own interpretations of what motivated their behaviors can be 

analyzed relative to the differing contexts they describe, including SES and related 

resources and supports. Students’ own perceptions of how and why they were motivated 

to seek and secure third party awards can be analyzed against the backdrop of the 

conditions and frames of understanding in their context that define and shape their 

motivations and the options they consider. 

 The education literature on both need-based financial aid and large state and 

institutional scholarship programs confirms that while funds given to students enhance 

enrollment and retention numbers, financial aid effects differ across race, income, and 

college sector (Heller, 1997). This literature focuses mostly on the structural contexts that 
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shape the awarding outcomes of merit aid. What is missing from the educational 

literature is a focus on the individual’s motivation for success and the sources of that 

motivation. Self-Determination Theory of human motivation provides such a focus.  

Unfortunately, however, it centers on the individual with very limited emphasis on the 

contextual layers that influence each individual’s definitions, decisions, and actions.  

Circumscribed Agency is a theoretical concept that is built upon an acknowledgement of 

context yet includes the ways in which both context and individual social psychological 

dynamics influence action and behavior. By combining both, I add a consideration of the 

elements, or dimensions, of motivation that are absent in the discussion of circumscribed 

agency in the work of Deil-Amen and Tevis (2010). Conversely, I infuse motivation 

frameworks with sociological elements. 

In a tough economic climate, policymakers as well as individual donors want to 

know how to best utilize available funds. Third party scholarships are unique in that 

donors have the ability to target specific student populations in ways that states and 

institutions cannot, and individual students have greater agency in seeking out these 

awards. Studying third party awards and the framing of action and the success strategies 

of students who receive these awards is a way to combine the “mutually penetrating 

realities of individual subjectivity and societal objectivity,” aspects that are incredibly 

difficult to measure in combination (Swartz, 1997, p. 96).  It is important to understand 

the diverse motivations and varied contexts that shape success for students who receive 

third party scholarships as these factors intersect with the criteria third party scholarships 

reward.  Students must be motivated to take action, but is third party scholarship success 
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a result of realizing opportunity or taking action? In summary, these considerations of 

third party scholarships are completely absent from the existing literature on financial aid 

and scholarships.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

This chapter presents the methodology used for this study. The chapter begins by 

providing an overview of my approach as well as a brief description of the pilot study 

conducted in preparation for this study. The selection of research participants and 

multiple forms of data collection are explained prior to delineating the different types of 

data analysis conducted. The chapter concludes with the positionality of the researcher 

and limitations of the study.  

Study Overview 

This study was conducted as a two-phase, sequential, mixed methodology 

approach with the research questions focused on the characteristics of third party 

scholarships and the role of context on students’ success and agency in receiving third 

party scholarship funds. The study utilizes Shavelson & Towne’s (2002) guiding 

principles of inquiry: to post significant questions that can be investigated empirically, 

link research to relevant theory, use methods that permit direct investigation of the 

question, and provide a coherent and explicit chain of reasoning. A mixed-methods 

approach strengthens the credibility of the study findings by: allowing for the 

corroboration of findings through the convergence of quantitative and qualitative data, 

elaboration that provides richness and detail for the results, and new interpretations and 

further exploration for each data type (Rossman & Wilson, 1985). The specific research 

questions addressed through this mixed-method study are:  
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1. Using the range of third party scholarships available to students enrolled at a large 

public university located in the Southwest, what student characteristics are donors 

seeking to fund/reward with scholarship money?  

2. What are the characteristics of students who acquired third party scholarships and 

how can an examination of these students inform our understanding of how social 

structure rewards different subpopulations unequally?  

3. How can an exploration of the processes successful students went through to 

acquire third party scholarships expand our understanding of what motivates 

action? 

a. How do various elements of context shape identity and frames of thinking 

and behaviors that are traditionally used to define “motivation.”  

b. How do aspects of context motivate the decisions students make and the 

actions they take? In other words, how do various contextual elements 

appear to circumscribe the agency students choose to enact? 

4. Given the contextual acquisition of third party scholarships, what potential 

consequences exist for reproducing inequalities and extending opportunities?  

These questions allow for both data-based analysis and inquiry into student perspectives. 

Balancing these two finding types will have a synergistic impact on the knowledge base 

surrounding third party scholarships and the experiences of students who successfully 

earn them. Although third party scholarships are only a small percentage of the total aid 

available for students to attend college, identifying the structural dynamics that impact 
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equality and social stratification in this context contributes to a broader understanding of 

the dynamics at work surrounding equality of access to higher education.  

As the literature on the eligibility characteristics of third party scholarships 

recipients is extremely limited, in the first phase of this study, I will attempt to describe 

and understand the major characteristics of the universe of third party scholarships 

available to students. This phase will involve a content analysis of both the qualifications 

necessary to receive third party scholarships along with an accounting of students who 

have received third party scholarships compared to the student population at large. This 

phase allows me to gather quantitative information related to trends from a sample of 

third party scholarship that represents the whole (Creswell, 2003).  

Although this is a mixed-methods study, I relied much more heavily on the 

qualitative (interview findings) since understanding what motivates action and how 

context shapes identity, frames of thinking and action, requires an in-depth exploration of 

participant experiences best achieved through qualitative methods (Marshall & 

Rossman,1999). 

The method behind the qualitative portion of this study is characterized by a 

constructivist paradigm identifiable by its subjectivist epistemology, relativist ontology, 

and naturalistic methodical premises (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The purpose of this 

methodology is to produce a study that is valid, reliable, and ethical. Research is 

generally valid and reliable if it can be replicated, is open to review, and has been 

reviewed by other researchers and other researchers agree on how the research was 

constructed (Neuman, 2006). Due to the shifting nature of the economy and scholarship 
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funds available, the different variables that make up each student’s contextual 

background, and the conditions unique to the institution, it is unlikely that replication of 

this study would be considered a validity constraint. However, the intent of this study is 

to give voice to the previously unheard student’s perspective on third party scholarships. 

This constructivist paradigm provides a conceptual framework in which to interpret 

qualitative research findings because there are multiple realities of this situation which 

can only be explained in a naturalistic setting that takes into consideration different data 

elements.    

Students who have been awarded third party scholarships have discovered a 

unique aid niche to help fund their education. By examining, in depth, a large and diverse 

group of students who have acquired such funding, this study will also be situated to 

examine a variety of success strategies and develop a nuanced typology of successful 

students who have perhaps experienced very different contexts while acquiring these 

scholarships. Rather than focusing attention on the assets of particular students in contrast 

to the deficits of others, this study will examine the diversity among successes, thereby 

illuminating what successful strategy looks like in context while not forgetting the role of 

individual agency.  

Pilot Study 

In order to determine the feasibility of this study, I conducted a pilot study in 

Spring 2011 at a large public university located in the Southwest (Southwest University). 

To begin gathering baseline data, I developed a query to determine the amount of third 

party scholarship funds processed by the university over the 2010-2011 academic year as 
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well as the number of students who received third party scholarship awards. I found that 

2,097 unique students brought in $6,704,936 of third party scholarships funds over the 

course of 2010-2011.  Out of those 2,097 students, 360 had more than one award (as 

determined by the presence of 2-3 different account numbers, each account number 

indicating a different scholarship fund). The amount of awards received ranged from 

$1,800 to $26,596 in combined awards (excluding the Gates Millennium Scholarship 

awards). Gathering this baseline data enabled me to confirm that there is a large sample 

size of third party scholarship recipients at the university. I also learned that one of the 

account numbers is entitled “donor select,” and this is an account number that is used for 

any third party award that is not large enough to have its own established account. 

Therefore, if a student receives several small community foundation awards, it would be 

impossible for me to know whether that “donor select” entry was one large award or the 

combination of several smaller awards under the one fund. I also realized that the Gates 

Millennium Scholarship is significantly larger than all other third party scholarships 

coming into the institution. Gates Millennium Scholarship awards its recipients up to 

$22,000 per academic year, whereas other donors give awards that typically range from 

$500 to $5,000. So, in addition to knowing the value of awards, I was interested in the 

number of combined awards in order to fully explore the concept of agency.  

 For the qualitative portion of the pilot study, I conducted three 1-hour interviews 

with students who had received more than 10,000 third party scholarships. I asked them 

various questions about how they heard about third party scholarship opportunities, what 

was involved in the application process, and what they felt made them successful. 
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Student responses in these three interviews helped inform the theoretical framework of 

this study. Two students focused specifically on family and community connections. One 

stated that he got a scholarship through his church, and another said she got a scholarship 

from an association her grandmother belongs to. The third recipient mentioned how 

receiving one award motivated her to apply for more and then she just kept receiving 

more and more. The interviewees also mentioned support they received from parents and 

high school counselors. Only one student focused in depth on the role of her own 

individual motivation as the engine of her agency. She said,   

I was president of my school. Which, I think it’s a pretty high position, of student 

council and I mean you can’t get higher than that really. So I think it’s pretty 

competitive. I didn’t have a 4.0 but I had a 3.6 or a 3.7 and I was involved a lot in 

high school and I did a lot of volunteer work. And also I think experience, what 

you did, set yourself aside from people, that also helps. Because you don’t find 

many people, not everyone is president of your school and I went on a 2 ½ week 

trip that was a volunteer trip to New Orleans and it was solely based on volunteer 

work. So I feel like you’ve got to set yourself aside, you’ve got to do something 

that no one else has done before. …I know tons of people that could get them 

easily and they just, they don’t, they’re lazy, they don’t try. But you gotta, the 

thing is though, you have to have something about you that makes you special 

kind of.  

 

This student clearly expresses a sense of individual motivation driving her agency with 

little acknowledgement of the context within which her motivations developed or the 

support systems that might have encouraged her to engage in specific behaviors.  She 

exhibits a more individualized framing to explain why she has been successful over other 

students who have not received scholarships. In contrast, the other two students tend to 

highlight their family and community context in their description of what motivated their 

actions.  Such differences led me to focus on the theoretical foundations that combine 

motivation along with context and agency.   



60 

 

  

 The findings of this pilot study taught me several things about where to look 

further in order to develop a typology of success. First, I needed to look into the 

characteristics of third party scholarship recipients as compared to the student body at 

large. Therefore, understanding where students fit in context with others is where I began. 

It is from the interviews that I realized the need to combine several theoretical 

frameworks in order to more fully understand what motivates student behavior. The 

student who “set herself apart” by taking a 2 ½ week volunteer trip to New Orleans did 

not mention where she got the funds to go on a cross-country trip like that nor the support 

of her peers who elected her to be the president of her school. And yet, the financial and 

peer support is not the only influence that caused her to try to receive third party 

scholarships. Even though this student’s description resembled a frame of her own 

individual successes, there is an intersection of motivation and context that have shaped 

her agency and caused her to be highly successful at receiving third-party scholarship 

awards. Perhaps her family or high school context set parameters for “what colleges look 

for” and the need to apply for scholarships and what it would take to be “competitive.”  

In order to fully explore the diverse pathways to success that cross-cut SES, race, and 

academic preparation I must delve into the nuanced differences in contextual layers, 

motivation, and agency.  

Participants  

All the participants of this study are undergraduate students enrolled at a large 

public university located in the Southwest during the 2011-2012 academic year. 

Participants were selected by cross-referencing student demographic records with the 
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financial records of undergraduate students who received any amount of third party 

scholarships during the 2011-2012 and were enrolled in courses for Spring 2012. The 

demographic data collected on this sample of 1,806 students is presented in Table 1 

below.  

 

Table 1 – Study Sample: 2011-2012 third party scholarship recipients 

Sample  1806  Total Total % 

Third Party Scholarship(s) 

Amount in 2011-2012 

$500 or less  299 16.55% 

$501 to $1000 347 19.21% 

$1001 to $2500 534 29.56% 

$2501 to $5000 368 20.37% 

$5001 to $10,000 222 12.29% 

$10,001 to $25,920  31 1.71% 

Institutional GPA 1.5 and below 3 0.16% 

1.51 to 1.99 20 1.10% 

2.0 to 2.49 95 5.26% 

2.5 to 2.99 151 8.36% 

3.0 to 3.49 335 18.54% 

3.5 to 3.99 334 18.49% 

4.0 112 6.20% 

Unavailable  756 41.86% 

Residency In State 1503 83.22% 

Out of State 303 16.77% 

Year  Freshman 786 43.52% 

Sophomore 294 16.27% 

Junior 303 16.77% 

Senior 365 20.21% 

New Transfer 56 3.10% 

Other  2 0.11% 

Ethnicity African American  75 4.15% 

American Indian 252 13.95% 

Asian American  140 7.75% 

Hispanic 452 25.02% 

Pacific Islander  6 0.33% 

Non-resident Alien 6 0.33% 

White 859 47.56% 

Unknown/Other 16 0.88% 

Gender Male 680 37.65% 
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Female  1126 62.34% 

Enrollment Status Full Time 1750 96.89% 

Less than Full Time  56 3.10% 

Age  17-20 1379 76.35% 

21-23 349 19.32% 

24 and older  78 4.31% 

Completed 2011-2012 FAFSA   Yes 1048 58.02% 

No 758 41.97% 

Pell Eligible  Yes 765 *72.99% 

No 283 *27.00% 

Have Need** Yes 808 *77.09% 

No 240 *22.90% 

Borrowed Student Loans in 

2011-2012 

Yes 977 *93.22% 

No 71 *6.77% 

 

* Percentage out of 1048 students who filed a 2011-2012 FAFSA  

**Need = Student Cost of Attendance (COA) minus Expected Family Contribution (EFC)    

 

There were 1,806 undergraduate students who received at least one third party 

scholarship during the 2011-2012 year and were enrolled in courses for Spring 2012. The 

scholarship dollar amounts ranged from $25 to $25,920. More than 50% of the students 

had received scholarship amounts ranging from $1,001 to $10,000. Almost half of the 

third party scholarship recipients (43.52%) were freshman. While cumulative GPA had 

not been calculated for most first time freshman by January 2012 at the time the data was 

pulled, the cumulative GPA of these students ranged from .286 to 4.0 with the majority of 

students (for whom GPA was calculated) earning a 3.0 or higher. The sample was 

overwhelmingly In State residents (83.22%), enrolled full time at 12 units or more 

(96.89%) and largely female (62.34%). The students’ ages ranged from 17 to 54. Data on 

student ethnicity is compared against the whole university population in CHAPTER 4: 

INSTITUTIONAL FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION.  
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 Out of the 1,806 sample, 1,048 (58.02%) completed a 2011-2012 Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The FAFSA is a standardized tool used 

throughout the United States to determine eligibility for need-based aid including Pell 

Grant and student loans. Without FAFSA data, it is difficult to derive any definitive 

financial conclusions about the 41.97% of third party scholarship recipients who did 

complete the 2011-2012 form. Many institutional professionals argue that families that do 

not complete a FAFSA are not eligible for need-based aid and not interested in borrowing 

student loans. According to them, it would be a safe assumption that the 41.97% is a high 

socioeconomic status group. Others, including Mark Kantrowitz, a leading financial aid 

expert, argue that as much as 28% of needy families do not fill out a FASFA due to the 

complication of the form, lack of support, or other reasons (Patterson, 2011). 

The sample of students identified as third party scholarship recipients were 

contacted directly to request their participation in the qualitative interview portion of the 

study. The data collection and analysis process of the 42 students who completed 

interviews is described below.  

Data Collection 

All forms of data for this study were collected at a large public university located 

in the Southwest (Southwest University) during the 2011-2012 academic year. Southwest 

University was selected as the site for this study because of its diverse student population, 

growing institutional focus on third party scholarships, and the researcher’s ability to gain 

permission to access aggregate financial aid data.  

There are four main sources of data for this study:  
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 Institutional database that identifies the requirements of third party scholarships 

available to students 

 Data from student interviews  

 Student level institutional records for third party scholarship recipients  

 Published institutional records that describe the demographic characteristics of the 

entire undergraduate student population  

It is the goal of this study to combine the analysis of these four levels of data to make 

meaning of them in a uniform manner. Much of the institutional records and student 

interviews share data, however the student interviews provide much more detail and 

nuanced understanding than is ever provided to university records. Similarly, both the 

third party scholarship requirements provided from the institutional database and data 

from the student interviews reveal the values of third party donors and the characteristics 

of students they choose to fund. However, the most valuable categories and themes 

surrounding patterns of success, equality, and the dynamics of stratification emerge when 

all this data is combined.  

Third Party Scholarship Data Collection  

 Third party scholarship data was collected from a comprehensive institutional 

database that identifies the requirements of third party scholarships available to students 

attending the university. The database was developed using publicly available scholarship 

information, purchased lists of scholarships, and historical tracking of third party 

scholarships received by students from that institution over a period of five years. Data 

from this database was provided to the researcher in an exported Microsoft Excel format 
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for analysis. The variables within the database include the name of the scholarship, the 

amount of the award (sometimes missing or listed as “varies”), and the requirements a 

student must meet in order to be eligible for the scholarship. The scholarship 

requirements include student characteristics such as ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic 

status (as represented by the EFC from the FAFSA or other proof of need), cumulative 

grade point average, major or area of study, and extracurricular involvement. The 

categorization and analysis of this data is described below.   

Interview Data Collection  

The 1,806 undergraduate students identified as part of the 2011-2012 third party 

scholarship recipient sample (See Table 1) were invited via email to participate in the 

qualitative interview portion of this study. One of the major advantages of interviews is 

that, “information secured is likely to be more correct than that secured by other 

techniques” (Miller, 1991, p. 160). In a semi-structured interview there is a dialogue 

between the researcher and the participant where they establish rapport, probe for 

explanations, and clarify mutual understanding (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Berg, 2004; 

Miller, 1991). I specifically chose a semi-structured interview format so that I would 

have a set of predetermined questions to ask in a systematic order but have the flexibility 

to re-word or re-order questions and go beyond the prepared questions to probe for 

follow-up information that comes up naturally during the course of the interview 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Berg, 2004).  

Based on Patton’s (2002) typology of interview questions, I developed an initial 

protocol that asked about the behaviors, experiences, knowledge, and values of students 
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who had applied for and received third party scholarships. My interview questions were 

divided into family background, scholarship process and knowledge, contextual influence 

on oneself, and contextual influence on other students. The final semi-structured 

interview protocol consisted of 24 open-ended questions with follow-ups and probes 

designed to elicit the maximum amount of information as well as clarify and elaborate the 

answers of the participants. Participants were asked about their parents’ jobs, the 

neighborhoods they grew up in, how they learned about outside scholarships, what 

motivated them to apply for third party scholarships, who and what had the most 

influence in their success, and if they would have still been able to earn scholarships 

without the people/things they identified as contributing to their success. The last 

question of the protocol was, “Is there anything else you would like to add?” This 

question afforded participants the opportunity to contribute ideas or elaborate on 

statements they felt most important that may otherwise have been left out by the 

researcher.  (See Appendix C for complete protocol).  

The first step prior to gathering interview data was to obtain informed consent 

from the research participants. Informed consent involves informing research participants 

of the nature of the study, what participating in the study involves, and various other 

disclaimers regarding the participant’s right to leave the study, right to confidentiality, 

and the researchers contact information (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). According to Leedy 

and Ormrod (2005), “Most ethical issues in research fall into one of four categories: 

protection from harm, informed consent, right to privacy, and honesty with professional 

colleagues” (p. 101). Of these issues, the ones most applicable to research on third party 
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scholarships are the students’ right to privacy and honesty with professional colleagues.  

Because this research topic coincides with my professional role at the university, I was 

very careful to avoid any confusion between my role as student researcher and role as 

professional. The study was reviewed and approved by the Human Subjects Committee 

in October 2012 (See Appendix A for IRB Approval forms). All data I have received 

from the Office of Scholarships and Financial Aid for the purposes of this study has been 

de-identified.  

From November 2011 to January 2012, the Director of the Office of Scholarships 

and Financial Aid sent out emails to the entire population of third party scholarship 

recipients on my behalf to invite them to participate in the qualitative interview part of 

the study (See Appendix B for email invitation). No incentive was provided for 

individuals to participate. My goal was to interview at least forty students in order to get 

enough variation in the eligibility characteristics of third party scholarship recipients. I 

wanted to get a range of students across the properties of need, demographic 

characteristics, academic performance, and individual interest (particularly major).  

Students began to email me that they were interested in participating almost immediately 

and the first interview was conducted in early December 2011. Students were provided an 

electronic copy of the IRB form in the email invitation, in my response thanking them for 

volunteering, and a hard copy was given to them on the date of the interview. Students 

who self-identified for the qualitative interview portion of the study were asked to 

complete a pre-interview survey (See Appendix C) just before the interview in order to 

collect basic demographic data on each student.  
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Overall, 53 students indicated a willingness to participate in the study, although 

11 either discontinued contact after their initial email of interest or did not show up for 

their scheduled interview time. Forty-two students did complete interviews, enough to 

ensure the validity of sample participants as compared to the overall sample population 

(Maxwell, 2005). All interviews took place in person on campus. The interviews were 

tape-recorded and lasted from 20 to 55 minutes in length. In several instances the 

researcher did ask additional clarification questions. 

Demographic and Financial Aid Allocations Data Collection  

 Public and de-identified student level institutional records serve as the two 

primary sources for demographic and financial aid allocation data for this study. Public 

institutional data includes basic student population demographics including: gender 

percentages, number of student in-state residents versus out-of-state residents, ethnicity 

breakdown by percentages, the percentage of students who fill out a FASFA, the 

percentage of Pell Grant eligible students, age ranges, enrollment status, and the number 

of students who earn institutional scholarships. De-identified student level institutional 

records are specific to third party scholarship recipients and include the third party 

scholarship amount, institutional GPA, residency, class, gender, enrollment, and FAFSA 

data provided on Table 3.1.  

Data Analysis  

From a broad perspective, it is clear that collecting descriptive statistics in 

addition to in-depth qualitative research is the best method for this research study because 

the goal is to identify the “unanticipated phenomena and influences” in order to saturate 
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the existence of the variables involved (Maxwell, 2005).  To do this, the researcher must 

first translate the narrative format of student interviews into categories of experiences 

presented as open coding (Creswell, 2003). Once the relationship between the variables is 

better known, the data analysis tools of axial coding and selective coding can also be 

implemented.  

Third Party Scholarship Data Analysis  

An analysis of the Institutional database that identifies the requirements of third 

party scholarships available to students enables the researcher to answer Research 

Question 1 (RQ1): Using the range of third party scholarships available to students 

enrolled at a large public university located in the Southwest, what student characteristics 

are donors seeking to fund/reward with scholarship money? And Research Question 2 

(RQ2): What are the characteristics of students who acquired third party scholarships and 

how can an examination of these students inform our understanding of how social 

structure rewards different subpopulations unequally? As stated above, the variables 

within the database include the name of the scholarship, the amount of the award 

(sometimes missing or listed as “varies”), and the requirements a student must meet in 

order to be eligible for the scholarship. The scholarship requirements include student 

characteristics including ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status (as represented by the 

EFC from the FAFSA or other proof of need), cumulative grade point average, major or 

area of study, and extracurricular involvement. This large amount of variables must be 

categorized in order to allow any form of analysis to occur. Therefore, third party 
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scholarship data will be categorized according to the Third Party Scholarship Eligibility 

Components (See Figure 3). 

 All third party scholarships are funded by donors outside of the state education 

fund and institutional grant resources. They include individual donors, community 

organizations, businesses and national scholarship funds. Within these funding streams, 

the Typology of Third Party Scholarships enables third party scholarship requirements to 

be categorized across four properties: academic (merit) performance requirements 

including GPA and test scores; need requirements including SES as determined by the 

FASFA EFC, tax returns or other criteria; demographic requirements including race, 

gender, or state of residence; and individual interest/subject/emphasis requirements such 

as students’ major, hobbies, or extracurricular involvement. We know what third party 

scholarships are out there when we can define and number them across one consistent 

measure. This measure also allows us to gather quantitative information related to third 

party scholarship trends that represent a larger population of scholarships (Creswell, 

2003).  

The analysis of this institutional database provides the most comprehensive 

sample available and, as a result, provides descriptive research that can serve as a source 

for insights and hypothesis development that can be pursued in future studies with a 

larger population (Berg, 2004; Creswell, 2003). With this data, we understand the type of 

students eligible for third party scholarships, the demographics of students earning third 

party scholarships and how those demographic characteristics compare to the student 
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body as a whole.  The findings from the third party data analysis are presented in the next 

chapter.  

Interview Data Analysis  

An analysis of the interview data enables the researcher to answer Research 

Questions 2, 3, and 4. (RQ2): What are the characteristics of students who acquired third 

party scholarships and how can an examination of these students inform our 

understanding of how social structure rewards different subpopulations unequally?  

(RQ3): How can an exploration of the processes successful students went through to 

acquire third party scholarships expand our understanding of what motivates action? 

a. How do various elements of context shape identity and frames of thinking 

and behaviors that are traditionally used to define “motivation.”  

b. How do aspects of context motivate the decisions students make and the 

actions they take? In other words, how do various contextual elements 

appear to circumscribe the agency students choose to enact? 

(RQ4): Given the contextual acquisition of third party scholarships, what potential 

consequences exist for reproducing inequalities and extending opportunities?  

The interview protocol includes sections of questions that cover a student’s 

various layers of context, student perception and motivation throughout the application 

process, the influence and interaction of external and internal motivators, and student 

perception about the process as relevant to other students in order to address the above 

questions. After each interview, I wrote down notes highlighting the responses that 

seemed most relevant to the research question. This process helped to better remember 
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each participant individual as well as to begin formulating a list of themes and patterns 

that the data fit. This practice is recommended by Patton (2002) who wrote, “Recording 

and tracking insights that occur during data collection are part of fieldwork and the 

beginning of qualitative analysis” (p.436). I also transcribed the interviews and developed 

coding structures built around the theoretical perspectives of the study as well as other 

emergent themes of the interviews (Bazeley, 2007). I also utilized a qualitative data 

analysis framework from Miles and Huberman (1984) that recommends data analysis 

based upon counting how often something is mentioned or occurs, noting patterns and 

themes, both within an interview and from more than one interview, clustering or 

grouping responses into meaningful clusters and building a logical chain of evidence 

through analytic induction. The interview recordings and transcripts were each reviewed 

several times. While the self-reported interview data was compatible with the inner 

feelings and behavioral self-regulation motivators described in Self Determination 

Theory, a true analysis of agency requires an analysis of the structure surrounding the 

student experience. The theoretical frameworks of circumscribed agency and self-

determination theory serve to analyze the student’s stated third party scholarship 

experiences within the context of their own backgrounds and the institutional availability 

of aid. Using these meaningful clusters in conjunction with the theoretical framework, I 

began sorting the participants into groups based upon how they described their 

environment and their motivation impacting their being awarded a third party 

scholarship. This grouping strategy revisited the patterns of what contextual and 

motivational characteristics might cause certain students to receive third party 
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scholarships and how they interpret their own privilege or lack of privilege. The data 

analysis process involved creating, re-creating, and adjusting the groups as I continuously 

reviewed the data. My findings frame the students’ portrayal of their motivation and 

agency within the structural dynamics that are at work and that impact patterns of 

stratification. As a result, I was able to create groups of agency dimensions which I later 

modified into a Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology for illustrative purposes. The 

findings from the interview data analysis are presented in CHAPTER FIVE: STUDENT 

FINDINGS AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION.   

Positionality and Limitations  

In his 1969 article entitled Emerging Areas of Ethical Concern, Stuart Golan 

argues that “Ethical issues often emerge from situations where judgments are made 

difficult by multiple loyalties and conflicting demands…and changing situational 

demands may lend different interpretations to the hierarchy of loyalties that must be 

defined” (1969, p. 454). Therefore, one additional way to determine whether or not 

research is valid, reliable, and ethical is to examine whether or not the researchers were 

subject to a great many conflicting loyalties and demands.  

In addition to conducting this study, I work in the Office of Scholarships and 

Financial Aid at the institution that serves as the site for this study. While I no longer 

work directly in the scholarships area on a day to day basis, I spent nearly two years in 

the scholarship unit and am one of the initial developers of a scholarship matching system 

designed to increase student access to scholarship information. In order to overcome the 

potential bias that my position may affect, I will employ multiple strategies to ensure 
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greater validity. The most critical is the use of both quantitative and qualitative data. 

Results from quantitative data will drive the focus of the qualitative portion. I will also 

suspend my professional opinion about the potential outcomes of this study and attempt 

to disregard my previous knowledge about scholarship awards and scholarship award 

recipients.  One of the biggest challenges in research is for the researchers not to allow 

their own tacit theory to prevent them from being truly systematic in their research or 

from limiting their focus to the extent that they ignore counter-discourse (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999). I do not want to impose preconceived bias on the findings of the study 

and will work closely with my advisor to probe for unintentional assumptions on my part. 

I was also careful not to substitute my understanding of scholarship and financial aid 

terminology for the subjects’ terminology and diligent to make sure my interpretations 

were supported by the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Seidman, 1991).  

There are, however, many benefits to my “insider” status (Mehra 2001; Rubin & 

Rubin, 1995; Rossman & Rallis, 2003) including ease of access to data, familiarity with 

specific language terms, insight into the experience of students, experience with financial 

aid, cultural understanding, and the ability to establish rapport quickly with what could 

otherwise be a challenging population to recruit or study.  Knowing my positionality, but 

also how it would not impact my research, gave immediate credibility to my research 

intentions. Additionally, I was also able to assist students who asked me other scholarship 

or financial aid questions after the interview was over.  

Another limitation of this study is that the information collected in student 

interviews is retrospective. Students may remember their third party scholarship 
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experience differently from what happened. However, there is no reason to believe that 

students would not remember the most salient parts of their experience. I also did not 

collect confirmation from other people who might have been involved in the students’ 

third party scholarship application experience. I did not ask teachers or counselors what 

their involvement was in providing information or assistance to the study participants.  

While I cannot confirm if my findings would apply to other situations within the 

given context of this study, the human behavior identified in this research can be 

generalizable to other studies on third party scholarships (Maxwell, 2005). The rich detail 

and theoretical synthesis provided in this study serves as a model for future work on this 

topic.   

Summary  

Marshall and Rossman (1999) describe the research process as “bringing order, 

structure, and interpretation to the mass of collected data” (p. 150). Utilizing the theories 

of self-determination theory and circumscribed agency were essential to analyzing this 

mass of data. Despite the extra work, the use of these multiple forms of data collection 

and analysis greatly enhances the validity of this qualitative research which cannot be 

tested for generalizability (Creswell, 2003). In addition to my construct validity, and 

using multiple sources, I paid close attention to developing methods of reliability and the 

robustness of the study design. I have experienced firsthand that one of the strengths of 

such a personally relevant research choice is that the researcher can be confident in the 

worth of his/her research and its ability to be justified (Maxwell, 2005). The findings of 

this study are presented in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: INSTITUTIONAL FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

Introduction 

This chapter will provide a descriptive overview of the published institutional records 

that describe the demographic characteristics of the entire undergraduate student 

population at a large public university located in the Southwest. These institutional 

findings identify who third party scholarship donors want to fund as well as the 

characteristics of students within the undergraduate population who have received third 

party scholarships at Southwest University.  

Sample Context 

This section provides a descriptive overview of the published institutional records 

that depict the demographic characteristics of the entire undergraduate student population 

and the student level institutional records for the sample of third party scholarship 

recipients. The site chosen for this study is a large public university located in the 

Southwest (Southwest University). Southwest University was selected as the site for this 

study because of its diverse student population, growing institutional focus on third party 

scholarships, and the researcher’s ability to gain permission to access aggregate financial 

aid data. Table 2 presents demographic information about the total Southwest University 

undergraduate population.  

Table 2 – Southwest University Student Characteristics   

Total Undergraduate Population   Total %  

Institutional GPA 1.5 and below 0.11% 

1.51 to 1.99 0.29% 

2.0 to 2.49 11.56% 

2.5 to 2.99 16.91% 

3.0 to 3.49 21.74% 
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3.5 to 3.99 14.41% 

4.0 2.79% 

Unavailable  28.51% 

Residency In State 68.4% 

Out of State 31.6% 

Year  Freshman 23.81% 

Other  76.19% 

Ethnicity African American  4.2% 

American Indian 2.8% 

Asian American  7.3% 

Hispanic 21.3% 

Pacific Islander  0.7% 

Non-resident Alien 4.2% 

White 59.5% 

Unknown/Other 1.5% 

Gender Male 47.9% 

Female  52.1% 

Enrollment Status Full Time 89.2% 

Less than Full Time  10.8% 

Age  17-20 59.35% 

21-23 29.43% 

24 and older  11.19% 

Received Institutional 

Scholarship Award in 2010-2011 

Yes 28.0% 

No 72.0%  

Completed 2010-2011 FAFSA   Yes 62.46% 

No 37.54% 

Pell Eligible  Yes *54.91%  

No *45.09%  

Have Need** Yes *78.19%  

No *21.81%  

Borrowed Student Loans in 

2010-2011 

Yes *88.94%  

No *11.06% 

* Percentage out of 13,296 students who filed a 2010-2011 FAFSA  

**Need = Student Cost of Attendance (COA) minus Expected Family Contribution (EFC)    

Source: Published data from Southwest University Office of Institutional Research  

 

The overall demographics of Southwest University are rather typical of many 

large state flagship institutions across the United States. The total undergraduate 

population of Southwest University is 30,665 students. At the time this data was pulled, 
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the institutional GPA of new incoming (freshman and transfer) students was unavailable. 

However, more students have a cumulative institutional GPA between 3.0 and 3.49 than 

any other grade range. 68.4% of the undergraduate population are in-state residents. The 

incoming freshman class consists of just under 24% of the overall population. 36.3% of 

the undergraduate population consists of minority students and there are about 4% more 

females than males enrolled. 89.2% of undergraduate students are enrolled full-time. 

Students range from age 16 to 69 but more than 88% of students are at or below age 24. 

Approximately 28% of undergraduate students receive an institutional scholarship award 

upon their admission to Southwest University. This award is determined based upon 

unweighted high school cumulative GPA, standardized (ACT or SAT) test scores, the 

courses the student took in high school, the student’s extracurricular involvement, and an 

evaluation of the student’s admission essay. In order to maintain the Southwest 

Institutional Scholarship Award, students must maintain a 3.0 cumulative GPA and 

complete a minimum of 30 academic units throughout the academic year. About 62% of 

the undergraduate population fills out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

(FAFSA). The FAFSA is a standardized tool used throughout the United States to 

determine eligibility for need-based aid, including Pell Grant and student loans. Of that 

percentage almost 55% are Pell eligible, 78% demonstrate financial need
1
, and 88% 

borrowed some form of student loan in 2010-2011. In 2011-2012, 1,806 students out of 

the overall 30,665 received at least one third party scholarship. While this group consists 

of only 5.89% of the total population, the funds they bring into Southwest University 

                                                           
1
 Financial Need equals Student Cost of Attendance (COA) minus Expected Family 

Contribution (EFC).  
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demonstrate a much understudied opportunity for financial aid. Before exploring more 

about who these 1,806 third party scholarship recipients are, I will first provide the 

descriptive findings of what third party funds exist for undergraduate students to apply 

for.  

Third party scholarships: What is available and who gets it? 

This section presents a broad description of third party scholarships available for 

undergraduate Southwest University students to apply for as well as the gaps and 

overlaps in student characteristics that scholarship donors most frequently choose to fund. 

The data was collected for these findings from a Southwest University institutional 

database that identifies the requirements of third party scholarships available to students. 

There are 1,772 scholarships in the data set. None of these scholarships are raffles where 

students merely put in their contact information in order to apply or require an application 

fee. Only 987 of these 1,772 scholarship opportunities meet the institutional interest 

qualification, meaning that they are funds that could potentially be applied to Southwest 

University costs. The other 785 of the 1,772 do not meet this institutional interest 

qualification, meaning these are funds not applicable for Southwest University students to 

use at Southwest University. These 785 could be scholarships that are specific to another 

college, university, university type (i.e. private) or other state educational system. 

Therefore, 987 is the sample of third party scholarship opportunities in this study.  

Donor Funding Priorities 

 The 987 third party scholarships that constitute the sample for this study represent 

a pool of available scholarship dollars totaling at least $1.5 million (Southwest University 
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Scholarship system report). Scholarship amounts range from $250 to $20,000. Many of 

the third party scholarship amounts provide ranges or state “varies.”  The most common 

award amounts are $500, $1,000, $2,000-$2,500, and $5,000. Sixty-five percent of the 

third party scholarship applications are due between December and April. Only five third 

party scholarships have year-round rolling deadlines. More than 98% of the third party 

scholarship opportunities sampled have some sort of specific qualifying requirement. 

Only 16 of the 987 scholarships have no specific qualifying requirements, meaning that 

all that students have to do to apply for these scholarships is submit a generic essay or 

personal statement. One example is the Ayn Rand National Scholarship where, in order 

to be eligible, students must read a novel written by Ayn Rand and write an essay about 

the philosophic themes contained within it. For the other 971 scholarships contained 

within the sample, these third party scholarships have student recipient eligibility 

requirements that range across the categories of: age, culture, disability status, 

employment, enrollment status, extra-curricular activities, gender, grade point average 

(GPA), personal interests and hobbies, major, memberships, military affiliation, financial 

need, state of residence, standardized test scores, and other requirements. These 

eligibility requirements represent the student characteristics that third party scholarship 

donors’ value and have chosen to invest in.  

 In order to better understand third party scholarship donor priorities, I performed 

a simple filter on the types of requirements that the 971 sample of scholarships (that 

contain requirements) assess. As you will see in the next section of this chapter, these 

requirements exist in combination. However, I found the results of my initial single 
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characteristic requirements enlightening as well.  Three hundred twenty-nine (34%) of 

the 971 Scholarships have a Residency requirement. Considering that this data set exists 

for the benefit of Southwest University students, in most cases the 34% of scholarships 

included would require the student to be a resident of the Southwest state. However, this 

percentage could also include scholarships for residents of any other state that can be 

applied to the state in which Southwest University is located, i.e. a scholarship for Florida 

residents that they can apply to any school in the country or a scholarship for Maine 

public school seniors that can be applied to any US state school with an undergraduate 

population over 10,000. 

The hundred sixty-nine scholarships (38%) have a GPA requirement, while only 

six (.6%) have a test score requirement. The GPA requirement could be either cumulative 

high school GPA or cumulative Southwest University institutional GPA. The test score 

requirement could be either SAT or ACT. Only in one of two cases are third party 

scholarships for undergraduate students dependent upon the score of an advance 

placement (AP) subject exam or other test requirement.  Two hundred and ninety (30%) 

of the third party scholarships have an enrollment requirement. Two hundred and eight-

six of those scholarships require undergraduate students to enroll full-time (12 academic 

credit hours or more per semester), and only four scholarships allow students to be 

enrolled part-time. The definition of part-time is specific to each third party scholarship 

donor. One donor may consider one academic credit hour part-time, while another 

follows the federal aid definition of undergraduate part-time (6-8 academic credit hours 

per semester). The assumption of scholarship professionals at Southwest University is 
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that if a third party scholarship does not specifically require an eligibility characteristic, 

the donor does not care. Using that assumption, part-time students would be eligible to 

apply for the 70% of scholarships that do not list an enrollment requirement. 

Five hundred and forty-two (56%) of third party scholarships in the sample require 

a specific major(s). This is the most popular requirement category among all 

scholarships. Out of that 56%, about half of those are designated for students majoring in 

Science, Technology, Engineering, or Math; what is known amongst educators as a 

STEM field. Two hundred and fifty (26%) of third party scholarships have a specific 

interest or extracurricular requirement beyond major. This could be participation in a 

specific club or a requirement to complete coursework in a given subject.  

One of the most interesting aspects of the initial single characteristic requirements 

finding is that only 39 (4%) of third party scholarships in the sample have a requirement 

based on need. This is contrary to public opinion that many third party scholarships only 

go to needy students. This low percentage could be explained several ways. The first is 

that the definition of “need” is ambiguous and therefore specific to the donor of each 

scholarship. One donor may consider need to be an outstanding bill for which there are 

no funds in savings to pay, while another donor might determine that only students who 

are eligible for a Pell Grant have need. Another reason could be the weight assigned to 

each third party scholarship. The 4% is a percentage of total count where every 

scholarship regardless of value is counted the same. When the public thinks of third party 

scholarships, very large need-based scholarships like the Gates Millennial Scholarship, 

come to mind. It might be because of the high profile of a very few large amount need-
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based scholarship funds that people assume need-based third party scholarships are more 

prevalent in number. Because of the ways in which third party scholarships report their 

awards with ranges and using the word “varies”, this would be challenging to prove. One 

last methodological reason why the sample has an unexpectedly low amount of need-

based scholarship is the way in which the 39 third party scholarships require that the 

student provide a specific document (usually the expected family contribution (EFC) that 

is generated by the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)) to demonstrate 

need. Third party scholarships that do not require the student provide this type of 

documentation (for example the scholarships say “preference given to needy students”) 

or gather need-based data through another requirement (for example require the student 

submit their tax forms along with their scholarship application), would not show up on 

the database as a third party scholarship that has a requirement based on need. 

As explained in Chapter 1, the eligibility requirements of third party scholarships 

can be categorized across four eligibility properties: 1. academic (merit) performance 

requirements such as GPA or standardized test scores; 2. need requirements as 

determined by the FAFSA or other needs test; 3. demographic requirements such as race, 

gender, or state of residence; and 4. individual interest requirements such as major in 

school, hobbies, or extracurricular involvement.   

Figure 3 in Chapter 2 presented a visual illustration of the 16 different student 

characteristic eligibility requirements and combination of student characteristic eligibility 

requirements that could exist across the universe of third party scholarships. However, 

the eligibility requirements are not to scale. Figure 4 is a revision of the 16 different 
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student characteristic eligibility requirements that illustrates actual third party scholarship 

funding priorities.  

 

Figure 4 – Illustration of Third Party Scholarship Eligibility Component Priorities  

 

 

 

The first finding that is clear from the above figure is that certain combinations of student 

characteristics are required much more often than others. Only 2% of third party 

scholarships have no specific student characteristic eligibility requirements. These are 

scholarships such as the Ayn Rand example provided previously in which all the student 

may need to do is fill out an application and/or submit a personal statement or essay on a 

general topic.  AD (Academic & Demographic), DAI, (Academic & Demographic  & 

Component Eligibility 

AD – Academic & Demographic  

AN – Academic & Need  

AI – Academic & Individual  

DI – Demographic & Individual  

DN – Demographic & Need   

NI – Need & Individual  

AND – Academic & Need & Demographic  

ANI – Academic & Need & Individual  

DAI – Demographic & Academic & Individual  

DNI – Demographic & Need & Individual  

ANDI – Academic & Need & Individual & Demographic  
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Individual), and AI (Academic & Individual) combinations make up 66% of the 

scholarship eligibility requirements. Students are most able to find scholarships based on 

their AI (Academics & Interest). The scholarships that fit into this area include 

scholarships for engineers with a high SAT or ACT score or Biology majors with a 3.5 

cumulative GPA or higher. 74.7% of third party scholarships have some form of 

academic (merit) performance requirement. This means that students who do not meet the 

donors given academic requirement, whether it be a cumulative GPA or test score 

requirement, will not be eligible to apply for most third party scholarships out there. 

Unfortunately, this data is not comprehensive enough to know what cumulative GPA or 

test scores third party donors require in aggregate. We do not know from this data 

whether scholarships with an academic component requirement fund students with a 2.5, 

3.0, or 3.5 cumulative GPA or higher.   

Another clear finding is the total percentages of third party scholarships in which 

the four different eligibility properties appear. 74.7% of third party scholarships have 

some form of Academic (GPA or test scores) performance requirement. 66.08% of third 

party scholarships have some form of Individual (interest/subject/emphasis) requirement. 

56.1% of third party scholarships have some form of Demographic requirement 

(race/gender/state of residence) requirement.  Only 4.8% of third party scholarships have 

some form of need requirement. While there could be some (previously explained) 

methodological reasons for why this number is so low, this would not account for errors 

in close to half the scholarship sample. The findings of this data indicate that the least 

amount of third party scholarships are available to students who have need without any 
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other qualifying criteria and receiving a third party scholarship based on need is actually 

a small percentage of the third party scholarships available to Southwest University 

students.  These third party scholarship descriptions exist within the context of the 

undergraduate student population that is looking and applying for third party scholarship 

opportunities. Therefore, the next section describes the overall characteristics of third 

party scholarship recipients at Southwest University as compared to the entire 

undergraduate population.  

Who are Third Party Scholarship Recipients? 

All the participants of this study are undergraduate students enrolled at Southwest 

University during the 2011-2012 academic year. The sample of third party scholarship 

recipient data was gathered from student level institutional records within the Office of 

Scholarships and Financial Aid. Recipients were identified by cross-referencing student 

demographic records with the financial records of undergraduate students who received 

any amount of third party scholarships during the 2011-2012 and were enrolled in 

courses for Spring 2012. The demographic data collected on this sample of 1,806 

students was presented alone in Table 1. While this group is only 6% of the total 

undergraduate student body, the analysis of this sample provides the most comprehensive 

data available and as a result can serve as a source for insights and hypothesis 

development that should be pursued in future studies (Berg, 2004; Creswell, 2003). The 

characteristics of third party scholarship recipients as compared to study body as a whole 

are presented in Table 3 below.  
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Table 3 – Total Undergraduates, Third Party Scholarship Recipients, and Interview 

Participant Comparison Chart  

  Total 
Undergradua

te Population 

%  

1806  Third 
Party 

Scholarship 

Recipient 
Sample % 

42 
Interviewees 

%   

Third Party Scholarship(s) 

Amount in 2011-2012 

$500 or less  N/A 16.55% 7.14% 

$501 to $1000 N/A 19.21% 7.14% 

$1001 to $2500 N/A 29.56% 21.43% 

$2501 to $5000 N/A 20.37% 23.81% 

$5001 to $10,000 N/A 12.29% 30.95% 

$10,001 to $25,920  N/A 1.71% 7.14% 

Institutional GPA 1.5 and below 0.11% 0.16% 2.38% 

1.51 to 1.99 0.29% 1.10% 2.38% 

2.0 to 2.49 11.56% 5.26% 4.76% 

2.5 to 2.99 16.91% 8.36% 16.67% 

3.0 to 3.49 21.74% 18.54% 42.86% 

3.5 to 3.99 14.41% 18.49% 23.81% 

4.0 2.79% 6.20% 7.14% 

Unavailable  28.51% 41.86% 0% 

Residency In State 68.4% 83.22% 83.33% 

Out of State 31.6% 16.77% 16.67% 

Year  Freshman 23.81% 43.52% 35.71% 

Sophomore N/A 16.27% 23.81% 

Junior N/A 16.77% 14.29% 

Senior N/A 20.21% 23.81% 

New Transfer N/A 3.10% 2.38% 

Other  N/A 0.11%  0%  

Ethnicity African American  4.2% 4.15% 7.14% 

American Indian 2.8% 13.95% 0% 

Asian American  7.3% 7.75% 7.14% 

Hispanic 21.3% 25.02% 19.05% 

Pacific Islander  0.7% 0.33% 2.38% 

Non-resident Alien 4.2% 0.33% 0% 

White 59.5% 47.56% 35.71% 

Unknown/Other 1.5% 0.88% 28.57% 

Gender Male 47.9% 37.65% 38.1% 

Female  52.1% 62.34% 61.9% 

Enrollment Status Full Time 89.2% 96.89% 97.62% 

Less than Full Time  10.8% 3.10% 2.38% 
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Age  17-20 59.35% 76.35% 66.67% 

21-23 29.43% 19.32% 26.19% 

24 and older  11.19% 4.31% 7.14% 

Completed 2011-2012 

FAFSA   

Yes 62.46% 58.02% 88.1%  

No 37.54% 41.97% 11.9%  

Pell Eligible  Yes *54.91%  *72.99%  *64.86% 

No *45.09%  *27.00%  *35.14%  

Have Need** Yes *78.19%  *77.09%  *56.76%  

No *21.81%  *22.90%  *43.24%  

Borrowed Student Loans 

in 2011-2012 

Yes *88.94%  *93.22%  *67.57%  

No *11.06% *6.77% *32.43% 

* Percentage out of 13,296 total Southwest undergraduate students who filed a 2010-2011 

FAFSA and Percentage out of 1048 third party scholarship recipients who filed a 2011-2012 

FAFSA and 

Percentage out of 37 interviewees that filed a 2011-2012 FAFSA  

**Need = Student Cost of Attendance (COA) minus Expected Family Contribution (EFC)    

 

There were 1,806 undergraduate students who received at least one third party 

scholarship during the 2011-2012 year and were enrolled in courses for Spring 2012. 

More than 50% of the students had received scholarship amounts ranging from $1,001 to 

$10,000. The scholarship dollar amounts for all students who received third party 

scholarships ranged from $25 to $25,920. While cumulative GPA had not been calculated 

for most first time freshman by January 2012 at the time the data was pulled, the 

cumulative GPA of these students ranged from .286 to 4.0 with the majority of students 

(for whom GPA was calculated) earning a 3.0 or higher. Third party scholarship 

recipients overall have higher institutional GPAs compared to the whole undergraduate 

population. Third party scholarship recipients are largely in-state residents (83.22%), 

more so than the overall undergraduate in-state percentages of 68.4%. Almost half of all 

third party scholarship recipients (43.52%) are freshmen. This is consistent with the fact 

that many third party scholarships are one time awards for high school seniors.  
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Fewer White students, more Hispanic students, and many more American Indian 

students receive scholarships than their percentage representation in the undergraduate 

population. This is a major finding as it demonstrates a high level of diversity among 

third party scholarship recipients. A less encouraging fact is that while non-resident 

aliens make up 4.2% of Southwest University’s undergraduate students, only .33% of 

them have received third party scholarships. This corresponds to the belief that it is very 

difficult for undocumented students to receive even third party scholarship opportunities. 

More female students receive scholarships than male students and fewer less than full 

time students receive scholarships than are represented in the undergraduate student 

body. The age for all students who received third party scholarships ranged from 17 to 

54.  Even though some older students to receive third party scholarships, this a much 

higher percentage of older students (11.19% who are 24 years and older) in the entire 

undergraduate student body than in the 1,806 who received third party scholarships (only 

4.31% are 24 years and older). Third party scholarship recipients receive Southwest 

Institutional Scholarships at a rate of 44.7% compared to the 28% of the overall 

undergraduate student population who receive Southwest Institutional Scholarships.  

Out of the 1,806 sample, 1,048 (58.02%) completed a 2011-2012 Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Of the 1,048 students that did complete a 

2011-2012 FAFSA, 72.99% are eligible for Pell Grant and 77.09% can be considered 

“needy.” This calculation of need is to subtract the students’ Expected Family 

Contribution (EFC) as determined by the FAFSA from the institutional Cost of 

Attendance (COA). COA-EFC= need. So, for example, if the out-of-state tuition for a 
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student is $50,000 and their EFC is $30,000, even though they do not qualify for a Pell 

Grant, they technically have $20,000 of “need.” Almost all (93.22%) of the students who 

filled out a 2011-2012 FAFSA borrowed student loans in the same academic year.  

Gaps and Overlaps  

Very few of these data findings would come as a surprise to experienced 

professionals in the higher education finance industry. However, they have great value in 

that few institutions attempt to gather this data beyond the anecdotal perceptions of staff.  

Identifying and tracking these data points are essential to evaluating the inequalities 

reproduced and opportunities extended through an institution’s scholarship program. 

Outside donors frequently lack understanding about institutional and student needs. 

Given the eligibility components of third party scholarships currently available, an 

outside donor could easily come to a few basic conclusions. First, while many donors 

want to reward academic merit, students in the 3.0 to 3.49 range are a population less 

likely to receive awards.  Even though these students do not have the highest cumulative 

GPA, they still demonstrate academic promise and a propensity to graduate. The fact that 

there are not many scholarships targeted to this group essentially confirms 

Thistlethwaite’s 1950’s study that students above the 95
th

 percentile of their class were 

receiving scholarships while students between the 70
th

 and 95
th

 percentile remain, “the 

most important reservoir of wasted talent” (p. 128). 

Also, 44.7% of third party scholarship recipients have received an institutional 

scholarship and thereby have a lower net tuition price than students who have not 

received an institutional scholarship award.  For scholarships with a major requirement, 
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non-STEM majors are much less funded than STEM fields. Non-resident students and 

especially non-resident alien students seem to have fewer third party scholarship 

opportunities. Other groups that would benefit from additional third party scholarship 

support include continuing students, part-time students, and nontraditional students above 

the age of 24. Also, based on the timing of most current third party scholarship award 

cycles, incoming students who wait until the late spring or summer of their senior year 

will have missed out on the majority of third party scholarship opportunities. 

Unfortunately there are many, especially first generation, low-income students who do 

not fully realize the costs of higher education until they arrive on campus the fall of their 

freshman year. If a third party scholarship was available for students to apply for at that 

later date, it would greatly assist in the retention of that specific group.  

Chapter Four Summary  

Third Party Scholarships are an exceedingly difficult source of funding to 

categorize and condense into a meaningful yet accurate summary. Data on third party 

scholarships and the characteristics of students who are funded by these awards is 

completely missing from most institutional records. It is critical to assess the gaps and 

overlaps in the types of funding available in context with the characteristics of the 

students seeking these funds. There will always be greater need than availability of funds 

and many students who meet both meritorious and needy criteria. While this chapter 

focused more upon the scholarship and aggregate student recipient data, the next chapter 

begins to more fully explore the individual student experience.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: STUDENT FINDINGS AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

This chapter begins by presenting the primary qualitative student findings based upon 

the 42 interview participants of this study. It then explores the thematic elements of 

success in obtaining third party scholarships with a specific focus on the theoretical 

elements of the Self-Determination Theory of Motivation and Circumscribed Agency. 

The last part of this chapter establishes the theoretical contributions of the findings of this 

study as well as describes the inequalities reproduced and opportunities extended by third 

party scholarships. Throughout this chapter, the responses of the 42 interview participants 

will be described and analyzed in order to give a stronger sense of their frames of 

thinking and sense of agency. It is the goal of this chapter to synthesize each of the 

various data elements into a cohesive analysis of the ways in which third party 

scholarships contribute to reproducing social inequality and extending access 

opportunities.   

Part One: Typology of Third Party Scholarship Recipients  

Forty-two Southwest University undergraduates participated in a semi-structured 

20-40 minute interview about their own third party scholarship experience. The interview 

participants aged between 18 and 33. The scholarship dollar amount range for the 42 

participants was between $500 and $16,000 with most of them receiving higher amounts 

than the average scholarship recipient. They also had slightly higher institutional GPAs 

than other scholarship recipients. The average Southwest University institutional GPA 

was a 3.4 with only 7 (16.6%) students having a GPA that fell below a 3.0. All but two 

students self-reported a cumulative high school GPA above 3.0. The lowest self-reported 
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cumulative high school GPA was a 2.0 and 5 participants reported 4.0 cumulative high 

school GPAs unweighted. Sixteen (38%) of the students were majored in a STEM 

(Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) major while the remaining had majors 

across the spectrum, although no one was undecided.  

Most of the interview participants were in-state students (35 of 42) and more 

females participated (26) than males (16). Twenty-seven of the 42 interview participants 

(64.29%) identified themselves as ethnic minority students (African American, American 

Indian, Asian American, Hispanic, Pacific Islander, non-resident Alien, or Other 

including mixed race). All but one student was enrolled full time at 12 units or more. 

Thirty-two (76%) of the interview participants had received a renewable Southwest 

University institutional scholarship in 2011-2012. Renewable scholarships can be applied 

for at least four years if the student meets renewal criteria (typically maintains a 3.0 

cumulative GPA and completes 30 units over the course of the academic year). This 

percentage is much higher than the 44.7% of the third party scholarship recipients and 

28% of undergraduates who received a Southwest Institutional Award.  Thirty-seven of 

the 42 interview participants (88.1%) filled out a 2011-2012 FAFSA. Of that percentage 

64.86% were Pell Grant eligible, 56.76% had need, and 67.57% borrowed loans. 

Seventeen of the 42 (40.1%) were first generation students whose parents either enrolled 

in or graduated from a 4-year institution. Students whose parents completed community 

college are still considered 1
st
 generation as they describe themselves as lacking 

knowledge and resource relevant to a 4-year degree. Fourteen students self-reported as 

having someone in their immediate family receive welfare or other need-based state aid. 
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It was these quantitative characteristics that were used to create the Third Party 

Scholarship Recipient Typology explained in the next section.  

Third Party Scholarship Recipient Agency Dimensions  

Using qualitative coding themes in conjunction with the theoretical framework, I 

created six agency dimensions. This grouping strategy revisited the patterns of how the 

interview participants described the environmental and motivational characteristics that 

they believed enabled them to receive third party scholarships and how they interpret 

their own privilege or lack of privilege.  These six agency dimensions categorize the 

students’ portrayal of their motivation and agency within the structural dynamics that are 

at work and that impact patterns of stratification. Using the students’ interpretations of 

their experiences, their description of their actions regarding the third party scholarship 

application process, the 42 scholarship recipients were each placed into one of six 

Agency Dimensions:  

 Motivated by Negative Environmental Examples, High Achieving. This was a 

group of 12 students who said they were highly motivated to be successful in 

school mainly because of all the negative examples of their family or peers. These 

students talked about the poor neighborhoods they grew up in or the menial jobs 

their parents were forced to work and how that motivated them to strive to be 

better than the environment they grew up in.      

 High Environmental Support, Interest Motivated. This group of 11 students 

referenced the support they had received from their parents who had graduated 

from a four year institution. These students were also STEM (Science, 
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Technology, Engineering, and Math) majors who talked about the necessity of a 

college degree in order to pursue their career of choice.     

 Financially Motivated, Less Environmental Support . This group of 7 students 

described how their primary motivation for applying for third party scholarships 

was to avoid taking out any loans. In many but not all cases, they talked about 

how their parents would not be able to afford to send them to Southwest 

University without third party scholarship funds.  

 High Environmental Support, Self-Motivated. This group of 6 students included 

students who went to high SES high schools with a great deal of counselor and 

teacher support. They also had parents who had graduated from a four year 

institution. What made this group different from other groups, was that despite the 

plethora of resources that they referenced in their interview, in regards to 

motivation they described themselves as self-motivated and independently 

successful.      

 Full Scholarship Outliers, Motivated by Location. This group only contained 3 

out of state students who were motivated to attend Southwest University in order 

to “get away from home.” Each of these students had a scholarship (third party 

and other) that completely covered the costs of their out-of-state tuition.  Their 

discussion of context revolved around the desire to be different from those they 

grew up with and to study out of state.    

 Low Achieving, Low Environmental Support. This group also only contained 3 

students who described their context as lacking in resources that prepared them to 
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be ready for college. They were motivated to apply for third party scholarships 

because of a need for resources but also expressed doubts in their personal levels 

of success.    

From Agency Dimensions to Typology of Third Party Scholarship Recipients   

Once the students had been placed into characteristic groups based on their 

context and motivation, I looked up 16 demographic details for the individuals in each 

group.  The quantitative data elements that are added to my original agency dimensions 

include: the amount of third party scholarship funds they received in the 2011-2012 

academic year; if they received a Southwest institutional scholarship and if so, what 

amount; gender; ethnicity; major as determined to be either a STEM major or not; if they 

or anyone in their family had ever received welfare or any other need-based state benefit; 

their self-reported cumulative high school GPA; their official cumulative Southwest 

University GPA; if they were a first generation student; their state of residency; their 

enrollment status (full time or part time); if they filled out a Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA) and if so, their Expected Family Contribution (EFC); if they are 

Pell Grant eligible; and if they had borrowed loans at any time during their enrollment at 

Southwest University. Adding these demographic data points was both an attempt to 

further identify meaningful clusters that would enable me to better describe who the 

students are within their context and to add complexity to the interview participants’ 

patterns of successful agency.  

I did not create the Typology of Third Party Scholarship Recipients directly from 

the demographic characteristics or saying that every student in each type behaves out of 
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an identical intersection of motivation and context. Based on the students contextual 

interpretations and motivation descriptions, I created system of patterns based upon 

theoretical and conceptual elements and grouped them into agency dimensions. Once the 

agency dimensions were established, I went back to the quantitative data points from 

Table 3 and mapped the demographics onto them. My findings were that while not 

exclusionary, there was a dominant demographic pattern in each of the theoretical agency 

dimensions. The resulting typology is used because it is easier to remember and think 

about in a concise way.  

The resulting Typology of Third Party Scholarship Recipients uses the students’ 

agency dimensions with the 16 demographic characteristics to provide additional insight 

into their place within the larger financial and scholarship context. As a result, the agency 

dimensions were renamed to the following types: 

 Successful Pell Eligible Minorities     12 

 STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College    11 

 Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipients     7 

 Privileged White Males        6 

 Out of State Outliers         3 

 Most Traditionally At Risk        3 

TOTAL  42 

Students in the Successful Pell Eligible Minorities type consist of 12 students.   

Success Pell Eligible Minorities are primarily minority students who are also first 

generation college students. They have each filled out the FAFSA and are eligible to 
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receive Pell Grants which generally means they come from a low-income family. Almost 

all of them have had someone in their immediate family receive welfare or other need-

based benefit. They are all in-state resident students. Some have institutional 

scholarships, others do not. All but one has borrowed loans. This group is majority 

female (9 of 12). These students have earned a Southwest University GPA above 2.5 

across a broad spectrum of non-STEM field majors. Four of these Hispanic individuals 

have declared a double major that includes Spanish. The pseudonyms for the students in 

this group are Darnell, Kendra, Yasmine, Tyra, Whitney, Martin, Eunice, Jose, Emily, 

Andrea, Casey, and Mark.  

Students in the STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College type consist of 

eleven students.  STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College have at least one parent 

who has graduated from a four year institution. They are majoring in Science, 

Technology, Engineering, or Math. They have diverse ethnicities. This type includes a 

range of students from zero expected family contribution (EFC), Pell eligible students, to 

students with no financial need at all. Two of these students are National Merit Scholars. 

Some have filled out the FAFSA and borrowed loans while others have not. They are all 

in-state resident students. This group has the highest GPAs from both high school and 

Southwest University. The pseudonyms for the students in this group are Laura, Naomi, 

Sara, Erin, Kelly, Jason, Maya, Opal, Meredith, Hara, and Lisa.   

Students in the Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipients type consist of 

seven students.  Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipients have not, and do not 

want to borrow loan funds. All have received at least some institutional scholarship funds 
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in addition to their third party scholarships. These students self-reported very high high 

school GPAs. Most of these students are first generation college students but this is the 

group where their parents may have attended a community college. About half are Pell 

Grant eligible. Their majors range from Agriculture, to Retail and Marketing, to Creative 

Writing. The pseudonyms for the students in this group are KariAnn, Roberto, Amanda, 

Jessica, Luis, Joshua, and Anne.   

Students in the Privileged White Males type consist of six students.  Privileged 

White Males are primarily Caucasian males with no need. They have never utilized 

welfare or other need-based benefit and are not Pell Grant eligible. All have had at least 

one of their parents graduate from a four year institution. All completed a 2011-2012 

FAFSA and borrowed loans. All of the non-resident students within this category 

received small ($2,000-$4,000) institutional scholarships to entice them to enroll at 

Southwest University. Their majors range from Journalism to Music, to Political Science, 

to Business. The pseudonyms for the students in this group are Shawn, Eric, Phil, 

Brandon, Brian, and Donovan. 

Students in the Out of State Outliers type consist of three students.  Out of State 

Outliers are students who are fully funded to attend Southwest University. One student 

receives a large athletic scholarship, one is a National Hispanic Scholar, and the last is a 

student who receives a governmental scholarship that fully covers out-of-state tuition. 

The pseudonyms for the students in this group are Logan, Pamela, and Jennifer.   

Students in the Most Traditionally At Risk type consist of three students.  The 

Most Traditionally at Risk students are 1
st
 generation ethnic minority students whose 
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Southwest University GPA is under 2.5. They are resident students who, based on their 

having received welfare or other state benefit and full Pell Grant eligibility, would not 

likely have been able to afford to attend an out-of-state institution. Two have borrowed 

loan funds. Two are freshmen STEM majors who most likely will not meet the renewal 

criteria for their academic program or institutional scholarships. One is a senior and the 

only student of the study who is less than full time with no expected graduation date in 

mind. The pseudonyms for the students in this group are Tanisha, Adam, and Rafael.    

Part Two: Exploring Success  

Part Two of the findings of this study explores the elements of success in 

obtaining third party scholarships with a specific focus on how the students’ own 

understanding of their success is compatible with the theoretical elements of the Self-

Determination Theory of Motivation and Circumscribed Agency. In describing their path 

to scholarship success, students mentioned groups from their contextual environment that 

they identify with, groups from their contextual environment they identify in contrast to, 

individual characteristics that provided them an advantage or disadvantage in earning 

third party scholarships, factors that influenced their access to third party scholarships, 

personal motivation, and the intersection of environmental context with their own 

motivation. This section also analyzes the ways students in third party types expressed 

their own beliefs about how social context and motivation affected their scholarship 

success, the aspects of their motivation and context they left out, and how certain types 

acknowledged certain contextual factors more than others. 
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Context: Groups from their Environment that Students Identify with  

According to the theoretical framework of Circumscribed Agency, individuals 

interpret and respond to their social contexts based upon the ways in which members of 

their social context encourage them to assess and define themselves relative to others or 

relative to particular boundaries of success and preferred ways of being.  It is the people 

in their environment that help students define who they will identify with and who they 

will identify in contrast to. Such processes through which reality is defined often 

privilege the use of particular parameters of reference within a given context that 

circumscribe an individual’s decisions regarding which actions are preferred, required, 

unnecessary, etc.  The actions students ultimately choose to take are circumscribed by the 

parameters ‘set’ by what is emphasized within their given context. These parameters 

often point to who a student should identify with or emulate. Individuals, who are part of 

the student’s context, help them define their parameters of action, what actions are 

reasonable to take and those that are not reasonable to take. It is the context that helps 

students define who they are and want to become. An individual’s parameters of 

reference can be relevant to the actions or characteristics or achievements of parents, 

siblings, grandparents, classmates, upperclassmen, friends, neighbors, or groups at school 

(i.e. the nerds or the dropouts). Students choose to identify with or relate to specific 

groups. It is that internal evaluation of how to define themselves in comparison to or in 

contrast to particular groups that leads students to a point where they are motivated to act 

in a certain way.  
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In the present study, the students interviewed emphasized such parameters of 

reference (often the actions, dispositions, and qualities of particular reference groups) 

when they described the attitudes and related behaviors that were necessary for them to 

acquire their third party scholarships. These students revealed these parameters by 

mentioning both the types of people with whom they identified or wanted to be like or 

emulate along with those types of people they defined themselves in contrast to or wanted 

to avoid being like.  Groups that students see themselves as part of or individuals who the 

student emulates are those they identify with. Those groups or individuals who the 

student disdains or wants to differ from are those they identify in contrast to. It is 

important to recognize that both of these identify frames (identify with and define in 

contrast to) appeared to play an equally powerful role in how particular reference 

parameters were salient and how students understood their success trajectories in 

acquiring third party scholarships.  Furthermore, unlike the lower achieving students in 

the high poverty high schools studied by Deil-Amen & Tevis (2010) whose choices were 

circumscribed by their immediate context, the students interviewed in the present study 

discussed at length parameters of reference from both within their immediate social 

context as well as those beyond their immediate context. It appears that identity frames of 

reference that make prominent certain types of people who are within or NOT within a 

person’s immediate context can have salience for students as they explained why they 

were motivated to enact the agency that they did.   

Students define themselves as part of the group or wanting to be a part of the 

group with whom they identify with. It is members of the student’s environmental 
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context that help students define who they want to identify with and what individual 

characteristics to emulate. It was the influence of high school counselors, teachers, and 

college preparation programs like Gear Up that students learned to value their identity 

and behavior as a “well-rounded student” or “be the best in my class” (Eunice, Successful 

Pell Eligible Minorities). The scholarship recipient “type” that most frequently mentioned 

groups that they identify with was STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College. 

Students from this type focused on their parents as an example of becoming successful as 

a result of graduating from college. STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College also 

identified with high achieving peers who similarly excelled in science and math courses. 

Successful Pell Eligible Minorities and Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipients 

also mentioned identifying with specific groups from their environmental context who 

successfully graduated, or graduated without loan debt. The groups they identified with 

shaped the interview participants’ actions regarding third party scholarships.  

Parents were another contextual influence on the student participants in the way 

parents modeled a constructive attitude and hard work. Kelly (STEM major whose 

parents went to college) stated, “If I were just a poor kid I would just be a little brat that 

would blame people for not having money. My mom taught me how to work through [not 

blaming people for my situation].” Here Kelly is being encouraged by her mom’s voicing 

of the ideology that Kelly should be like her instead of being like the “other” group, 

which includes poor people who blame others for their misfortune. Due to the influence 

of her mother, Kelly identifies instead with those who take responsibility for making sure 

they have money, and she works to succeed at college to make her reality align with that 
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reference group, thereby avoiding poverty. Another example of a student identifying with 

their parent(s) comes from KariAnn (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient). 

KariAnn was influenced to apply for scholarships because of her dad; “My dad 

sometimes works from 4:30am-9:30pm. He is not lazy and I realized that if he was going 

to work that hard for me, then I should work at least that hard for myself” (KariAnn, 

Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient). KariAnn identifies with those who 

work hard and in contrast to others who are “lazy.” As a result of her father’s influence, 

KariAnn believes that there is a reward for working hard to receive third party 

scholarships. The key element to KariAnn’s frame of motivation is the message she 

receives from her father to work hard in response to challenges. The existence of this 

contextual relationship is what helps KariAnn get to the place where she decides how to 

respond to her situation and what her frame of reference should be.  

Interview participants chose to apply for scholarships because they wanted to 

attain the success of those groups with whom they identified with or were conditioned to 

focus upon. For Tyra (Successful Pell Eligible Minority):  

Most of the people in my neighborhood are, their children are in college or they 

have their own college degree and they’re working towards getting their kids in 

college. And so I don’t know if it’s just like keeping up with the Jones’ or not in 

my neighborhood, but I feel like it’s a little more competitive to getting your kids 

towards college. I wanted to go to college anyway, but I feel like the environment 

is a little more motivating I guess, as opposed to another environment where it’s 

like ‘ok. it would be great for you to go to college, but you don’t have to.’ 

 

Tyra felt that identifying with successful, college-educated members of her environment 

was more of a motivator to apply for third party scholarship applications than her 

individual desire to go to college. Because Tyra identified herself with other college 
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educated individuals, she took action to ensure that she would remain a part of that group 

instead of a group that “don’t have to” go to college.   

Friends at school acted as another group with which students identified. Lisa, 

(STEM major whose parents went to college) applied for scholarships because, “All my 

friends, all the valedictorians had a competition for who could apply for and achieve the 

most scholarships.” For another student, “I was always kind of in the smarter group, the 

smarter classes so I was always surrounded by people who had really good morals and 

values and stuff like that” (Erin, STEM major whose parents went to college). Because 

these students identified themselves as part of the “smart group” they applied to 

scholarships in order to best fit in with the behaviors of this group. Friends and groups 

that students identify with set the norms for what they considered to be appropriate 

behavior and frames of reference.  

High school peers who had gone to college and school staff were other groups the 

interview participants were influenced by in setting their parameters of reference. These 

actors placed students in the category of needing to strategize to succeed in order to attain 

funding, but in doing so, they reinforced the notion that s/he was worthy of receipt. 

According to Meredith (STEM major whose parents went to college): 

My friends who had attended college the year before me told me what kinds [of 

scholarships] were good to apply for, like local scholarships were good to apply to 

because you have a higher chance of getting them…and also, I saw soo many 

other kids not applying. My counselor would tell us about a scholarship over and 

over and I would ask them, “Are you applying for this one?” and they would say 

no. Everyone said no. So I figured I had a good chance so I might as well just do 

it. 
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Due to the influence of her high school counselor and former high school graduates, 

Meredith identifies herself as someone who has a high chance of receiving scholarships. 

She also identifies herself in contrast to her peers who are not applying for scholarships. 

Meredith believes that because she is different from those who are not applying, and 

similar to those who did apply, she should apply for third party scholarship opportunities.  

Even non-academic relationships provided students the opportunity to identify 

themselves as successful.  

My two coaches that I was really close with wanted me to go to [Southwest rival 

university] and I told them ‘no’ and basically everyone just said, ‘you’re better, 

go and be better.’ I have friends, it’s kinda weird, like I took all the honors classes 

and AP classes and you take them for a reason like you want to get ahead, but 

they just went to [community college] or something, and I’m like ‘why did you go 

do this all’ cause that’s weird. So I guess I was just surrounded by kids that 

wanted to do better so that helped too (Sara, STEM major whose parents went to 

college).  

 

Students who identify themselves with individuals in their environment who have 

previously demonstrated success took action to apply for third party scholarships as a 

result of those groups and individuals.  It is this parameter of reference that gets students 

to the point where they make a motivated decision to act in accordance with or in contrast 

to.  

Context: Groups Students Identify in Contrast to  

In many cases, the same STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College and 

Successful Pell Eligible Minorities Recipients who referenced the impact of groups with 

which they identified, were also aware of the impact of groups they identified themselves 

in contrast to.  These groups and individuals shape student thinking and the elements on 

which they choose to focus just as much as those parameters of reference they identify 
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themselves with. Students who talked about groups they identified themselves in contrast 

to realized that they did not want to be like certain individuals around them and as a 

result took actions to be different. Groups that students identified themselves in contrast 

to included people who struggled financially and didn’t go to college at all and 

individuals who, according to the interview participants, did not have the ideal college 

experience.  

Students in less advantaged types (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship 

Recipients and Successful Pell Eligible Minorities) frequently identified themselves only 

in contrast to groups who did not attend college at all. Roberto (Loan Averse Institutional 

Scholarship Recipient) applied for third party scholarships because he did not want to “be 

like the people in my town” or his siblings who did not go to college. Similarly, Tyra 

(Successful Pell Eligible Minority) did not want to be like her parents who did not go to 

college. She said, “My family in general, for better or for worse, some have really 

encouraged me to go to college because they think I can do it, and others have been a 

little less supportive. So part of it is just you know, trying to show them up and being like 

‘yeah I know I can do it’”.  Students like Meredith (STEM Major whose parents went to 

college) were able to compare and contrast between groups they identified with and those 

they identified in contrast to; “Some friends were from like lower class families, and I’d 

feel bad for my friends and so I’d want something better than that and then I saw other 

friends like whose parents were doctors and I knew that I want what they have. So that 

affected me going to school.”  
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Students from more advantaged types (Privileged White Males and STEM Majors 

Whose Parents Went to College) were more particular about what constituted a positive 

college experience. Groups they identified in contrast to included people who did go to a 

four-year institution but not the institution of their choice or had to work during school. 

Lisa (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) explained:  

I knew a lot of my friends who worked. And I worked during high school but not 

as much as some of my friends. And I knew a lot, a lot of people, who had to 

really really really work hard to save for college. And I knew I was in a situation 

where I didn’t have to do that and I didn’t want to take that for granted. And so I 

figured I can get a job or I can use the skills that I’ve learned academically and 

use them for applying to scholarships. And that’s exactly what I did, I applied for 

scholarships instead of working as much.  

 

Similarly, Phil (Privileged White Male) held a higher standard for those he identified 

with as successful. He said; “For me the reason I applied for scholarships was seeing 

seniors ahead of me not being able to go to the dream school because of financial reasons 

and I didn’t want to be one of those people.” Even though Phil’s peers attended college, 

they fell into the category of a group he identified himself in contrast to because they did 

not embody the college going experience that Phil wanted for himself. Even though Phil 

does not specifically reference his parents or friends who did go to their dream school, 

there are people in his environment that have helped him identify himself as someone 

who can get what he wants, distinct from many of his high school peers who might not 

have succeeded in this regard. They have helped him draw his attention to the different 

options that are available.  

Groups that students identified themselves in contrast to influenced students to 

apply for third party scholarships because students were motivated to dissociate 
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themselves from family or peers who they do not want to resemble. Circumscribed 

Agency is a concept that describes the context and process in which students define 

parameters of action. Circumscribed Agency helps to explain ways of thinking and 

framing leading up to the point in which students define themselves and are motivated by 

that definition and the ideology that they are a certain kind of student and like one group 

and not like another group. A contextual foundation is necessary for students to take 

action, be able to realize why they should take action or not, and define what is optimal. 

The participant statements about groups with which they identify and those they identify 

in contrast to, corroborate the Circumscribed Agency framework by indicating the 

contextual influences that surround student action. Another aspect of this framework that 

impacts student agency is the broad social context of education within the United States.  

Overall Social Contexts 

Circumscribed Agency is one way to understand how students make sense of their 

experiences within a larger context and take action accordingly. In addition to the 

contextual reference groups students took action to be like or avoid being like, the 

interview participants who received third party scholarship funds were also influenced by 

their immediate context and those within to understand their place within the broader 

social context. Aspects of the social context that they mentioned had an impact on the 

actions they took to acquire scholarships included economic privileges, educational 

advantages, and the belief that more third party scholarships are available to minority 

and/or first generation students. Students in the Privileged White Male type spoke a great 
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deal about how white middle class males are disadvantaged in their ability to receive 

third party scholarships.  

One student expressed concern over how financial advantages impact other 

contextual advantages regarding third party scholarships. In response to the question, 

“What kind of students do you think get the most scholarship money?” Laura (STEM 

Major Whose Parents Went to College) answered,  

Those who go to very expensive high schools. That’s what I feel because you take 

the ACT the SAT they ask about those but you just don’t do as well as those who 

go to higher schools. Not like money counts entirely but you know they’re doing 

something, they’re just getting better education somehow. Either they’re getting it 

earlier or whatever. 

 

While this answer was typical of less advantaged types, for students in the Privileged 

White Male type, economic and educational advantages were not mentioned. This type 

was much more concerned with the advantages provided to low income minority 

students. Eric (Privileged White Male) stated; “There’s a lot of people out there who need 

the money and I’ve come to learn that if you’re not a minority, if you’re not an orphan, if 

your parents aren’t poor and downtrodden, the likelihood of you getting a scholarship is 

very very low.”  These students came to believe that the overall financial aid and 

scholarship context sets the parameters around how they can and cannot achieve success. 

This belief was repeated by several Privileged White Male type students.   

A lot of the scholarships that I feel can be earned, I’m talking about affirmative 

action and I have no problem with that, I fully support it. But a lot of them that 

can be earned without doing the things that I did in high school, I personally 

wouldn’t be able to obtain. It’s the college education and scholarship and 

financial aid system I just think is so rough. You either have to screw up your 

entire life and then in your last four years of high school have a complete change 

of heart, become top of your class, and then have a great story to tell afterward. 

Or you have to be playing six instruments by the time that you’re 9. And for 
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everyone else in-between who kind of takes the straight and narrow path and does 

great at what they’re told to do but doesn’t go above and beyond it’s really 

difficult, you know. Because I went through high school thinking this is exactly 

what I’m supposed to be doing…and then we’ve got #8 and #2 [minority 

students] in my class who did better than I did… I mean my rank is higher, my 

GPA is higher, my test scores are higher, my community service hours are higher, 

I have more extracurriculars so it’s like what?...I mean [#2]’s very deserving but I 

also felt very deserving (Phil, Privileged White Male).  

 

Circumscribed Agency describes the contextual influences that occur that get students to 

the place where they decide who to identify with and who to identify in contrast to. 

Before students can get to the point of defining what motivates them, they have already 

accumulated a massive store of contextual familiarity that shapes their perceptions. 

Students exist within a given environmental context and even within a specific subgroup 

of a larger context. People within that context help students make choices about who they 

identify with and who they identify in contrast to. The groups that students identify with 

and identify in contrast to motivate their actions as they seek to fulfill their self-identity. 

Without Circumscribed Agency, there would be no frame of reference to validate an 

individual’s motivation and choice of action.  Based upon how students interpreted the 

overarching social context to be biased, they identified ways they had learned to navigate 

their environmental circumstances by either capitalizing or coping with their own 

situations.   

Capitalize 

 Many students indicated that they were able to proactively influence the 

overarching social context by utilizing specific strategies to capitalize on certain elements 

of their personal circumstances in order to better earn third party scholarships.   

Capitalization strategies were mentioned by students across the typology except for the 
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Privileged White Males. Students mentioned tactics like being “willing to categorize 

yourself,” focusing on what you are good at, or applying for scholarships that meant 

something to them on a “personal level.” Lisa (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to 

College) explained, “If you just do some research…if you just find one factor about your 

life or your past. Like maybe you are a certain ethnicity, then bam, type that in. So there 

are so many people willing to help pay for college. You just have to get really really 

creative and look.”  

 Choosing to capitalize on a specific characteristic of their individual 

circumstances was accompanied by a belief that there were other aspects of their context 

that they could not get scholarships for. Sara (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to 

College) said, “I mostly applied for, like the Sam Walton one was based off leadership 

and community involvement, and I tried to go with that a lot because I don’t, like we said 

I’m not the first one to go to college, I’m not a minority, so I went off that.” Students 

indicated that in order to obtain scholarships they had to distinguish themselves from 

other applications. Emily’s (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) strategy was to, “Try 

harder to present myself as more unique instead of show all my strengths necessarily. Try 

to stand out.”  Martin (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) capitalized upon several 

individual characteristics in order to feel more assured about his ability to obtain third 

party scholarships.  

I was really really involved in high school. I’ve always maintained a good GPA. I 

did things that definitely did set me apart from normal people so I knew that at 

least I would get something, that I wasn’t going to get shunned. So I definitely 

knew that my overall activities and my involvement and stuff would definitely get 

me some type of money and set me apart but there’s always more people that are 

better than you. Yeah, so I knew at least I was going to get something. 
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Clearly, these students did not come to these beliefs alone. They learned these ways of 

defining their chances and how to act in response to these chances from the contextual 

elements of their environment.  

In addition to capitalizing on individual characteristics such as high grades, 

leadership experience, or unique strengths, several students indicated the importance of 

being a skilled writer. Amanda (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) 

summarized the belief of several students in her statement, “Honestly, I think everything 

is somewhat based on whether or not you can communicate. With scholarships 

especially, because you have a limited amount of words to express yourself and if they 

don’t like it, like it’s very limited, so you must communicate well.” Students who felt 

they were less talented writers bemoaned the fact that more scholarships didn’t have 

interview opportunities for them to express their strengths.  

 Several disadvantaged students, particularly those in the Successful Pell 

Eligibility Minorities type, described how they wrote about the hardships they had faced 

and obstacles they had overcome in their scholarship essays. This, too, was an act of 

capitalizing upon a specific aspect of their social context in order to gain a scholarship 

advantage. Jose, (Successful Pell Eligible Minority), a student who had experienced 

homelessness said, “If I had had a wonderful life, I don’t think they would’ve considered 

me as much over the others.” Most likely, Jose got this idea to capitalize on his life 

challenges from the Gear Up program he participated in. While no students from the 

Privileged White Male type expressed an ability to capitalize on their social context to 
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obtain third party scholarships, they did, along with each of the other types list various 

ways they had to cope with an “unfair” social environment.  

Cope 

Students across all third party types, including Privileged White Males, expressed 

frustration at the inequalities within the broad social context that made it difficult for 

them to earn more third party scholarships. Students perceived an inequality of financial 

resources, the ability to manage their time, or availability of scholarships for specific 

genders and ethnic groups. No matter what type the students belonged to, each group 

expressed the need to cope with disadvantages within their social context in order to 

succeed in earning third party scholarships.   

Students from the STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College type expressed 

their need to cope with the limited scholarships available to them because they were not a 

minority or low income students. Erin, (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) 

said, “It was really frustrating applying to scholarships at first. I thought well because I’m 

white I don’t get any scholarships... I was also frustrated that there are so many Hispanic 

scholarships and no one is applying for them.” Lisa, (STEM Major Whose Parents Went 

to College) explained, “When I first started applying, I didn’t think I was going to get any 

scholarships because as soon as a scholarship asked for my parents’ tax return or my 

parents’ income then I really just disregarded it because my parents were comfortable.” 

Privileged White Male type students felt even more disadvantaged in their ability to 

receive third party scholarships. Shawn (Privileged White Male) shared this belief with 

his parents; “My parents said, ‘you’re a white male, you’re going to have to work really 
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hard’… So I can’t slack and expect to get something, which is obviously not true if I 

were eligible for need-based aid. I had to work hard and not get as much as others.”  

Students from the Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipients type and the 

Most Traditionally at Risk type cited the need to cope with a completely different set of 

contextual social inequalities. Roberto, (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) 

expressed frustration with his ability to find balance during his high school career when 

he felt there was not enough time to do everything he needed to do in order to receive 

third party scholarships. He explained, “There is so much competition, I could have tried 

harder if I had more resources and time.” Other students mentioned difficulties writing 

essays and having no one to help them through the scholarship processes. Certain 

students explained that their parents knew less than they did about writing or the 

scholarship process and so they acted as their own scholarship search and editing agent. 

Tanisha (Most Traditionally At Risk) commented, “I wish I had someone next to me and 

telling me what steps to go through. Either my family or parents. I had none of that.” In 

order to receive third party scholarship funds, Tanisha, along with others, had to cope 

with the characteristics that she perceived as making the process more difficult for her 

than for other students.  

Context: Impact on Access 

In addition to expressing the need to either capitalize or cope with their own 

social characteristics, students also expressed a variety of contextual elements that 

influenced their access to third party scholarship funds. Throughout the interviews, 

students mentioned factors within their context that shaped their knowledge and ability to 
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utilize resources. They made statements about both the resources that helped them access 

scholarships and the resources they felt they lacked that made access to third party 

scholarships more difficult. Lisa, (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) was one 

of the students who talked about how the origin of the scholarships impacted her chances 

of receiving the funds. While she applied to both national and local scholarships, she 

explained, “I knew that the ones online had a huge pool of people applying so I didn’t get 

my hopes up.”  Other students talked about resources in terms of a creative mindset, 

financial resources, high school counselors, college preparation courses, family and 

knowledge.  

Jason (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) realized that without the 

financial resources he received, he would not have had access to third party scholarships. 

He admitted, “If I was just a poor kid, I couldn’t do it.” Erin (STEM Major Whose 

Parents Went to College) spoke of resources in a more abstract way, the skill of 

identifying and utilizing resources from the surrounding environment. She said, “My 

mom has always taught me to be resourceful. That’s part of being a nurse…it’s just 

having those resources. So I’ve been trying to use the resources that I have and apply.” 

Other students identified resources like their college preparation class, their high school 

counselor, and for several Successful Pell Eligible Minority type students the TRIO and 

Upward Bound Programs as a place to gather knowledge they would not have had 

otherwise. “The counselors basically championed scholarships all the time and they 

would tell us stories that may have been fake or not, of students that would get 

scholarships that helped them go anywhere and ‘do anything they set their mind to’” 
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(Luis, Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient). Whitney (Successful Pell 

Eligible Minorities) said, “I wouldn’t have known anything” without taking the college 

preparatory course mandated by her high school. Roberto (Loan Averse Institutional 

Scholarship Recipient) explained “Without my family, I wouldn’t have the knowledge of 

how expensive college would be.” Without the knowledge of the cost of higher education 

and scholarship resources available, these students felt they would not have been 

successful in obtaining third party scholarship funds.  

Students also identified specific individuals as having an impact on their access to 

third party scholarship funds. Luis (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) 

attributed his third party scholarship success to both luck and his references. His response 

to the question about why he received third party scholarship funds over other students 

was,  

Luck. Sheer amazing luck. Yeah, I know, a part of me of hopes that my essay was 

just bomb diggity. I don’t think it was, but I know the references I picked were 

really good because I had my choir director from when I was in the boys choir 

and he had known me since I was in third grade…I had my tennis coach…and all 

of them wrote really kick ass reference letters so I think that had a substantial 

push to it. Because I read two of them, I didn’t get to read my choir director’s, but 

the other two were like ‘yeah, this is solid! I actually sound like an awesome 

student. 

 

Another student utilized individuals as a pathway for scholarship information. He 

suggested that students looking for third party scholarship opportunities, “To go 

absolutely anywhere they can. Talk to people and hound them that you really need the 

money. Have family start looking and have a whole bunch of different people that are 

coming together for you because that’s where I got most of mine [scholarship 

information]” (Roberto, Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient).  
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Other students described how their access to scholarships was denied as a result 

of their environmental context. These students also expressed frustration with their own 

lack of resources, knowledge, or encouragement to work harder/act differently in regard 

to obtaining third party scholarships. Phil, (Privileged White Male) said, 

I know a lot of people who got scholarships that don’t really deserve them 

because I grew up in a really rich neighborhood, a really rich city, and I know a 

lot of my friends whose parents are well off and they still get tons of scholarships 

and it’s not really fair and I’m definitely more qualified than them but there were 

things in the scholarships that made them more qualified so I didn’t have a 

chance. 

 

Phil was one of the students who came from a privileged background and yet still did not 

feel that he had enough resources to fund higher education without additional third party 

scholarship funds. He said, “I never had a college fund but also by my sophomore year in 

high school I knew that my parents made too much money so I wouldn’t get any financial 

aid. So if I were going to get out of college with zero debt then I was going to have to 

find scholarships on my own.”  

 One Successful Pell Eligible Minority felt even more disadvantaged in her ability 

to earn third party scholarship funds than Phil. She expressed frustration at not having the 

basic knowledge of what third party scholarship donors “wanted” when she was in high 

school.  

They wanted to know if you did any extracurricular activities, I didn’t like that 

part about scholarships because they wanted to know if you did sports, if you 

were in any clubs, if you had this good GPA. They wanted you well rounded 

which is perfectly fine  but a lot of us didn’t know that, like I didn’t know that 

they were looking for that, and I was thinking if someone had everything they’d 

choose them over me with me not knowing that I needed those things. If I did I 

would have totally worked hard for it. For sure it has put me back… if only I 

knew (Andrea, Successful Pell Eligible Minority). 
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While many students made statements that indicated a belief that the overarching social 

context and/or specific elements of their own social circumstances had an impact on the 

access to third party scholarship funds, there were others who failed to acknowledge the 

contextual factors that influenced them. These students made comments that indicated a 

mindset that access to scholarships is independent from social context. These students 

frame their explanations about their motivation, decisions, and actions leaving out the 

contextual elements that influenced their frames of reference. Students who failed to 

realize the impact of social context on access to third party scholarships made reference 

to individual action and effort. Maya (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) 

stated, “The amount of effort you put in is what you will get out of it.” Amanda, (Loan 

Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) rejected the idea of utilizing her minority 

status as a way to achieve third party scholarship funding. She said, “Most of the 

scholarships I applied for didn’t have anything to do with ethnicity, you know it was 

purely what you’ve done which I think to me is most important.” These statements reveal 

that students’ conceptual understanding of the factors that impact their success in 

obtaining third party scholarships lacks the contextual elements of Circumscribed 

Agency. These students describe their third party scholarship experience in terms of their 

own sense of motivation. However, even students who make sense of their experiences in 

terms of the Self Determination Theory of Motivation (SDT) are shaped by their contexts 

and parameters of reference.  

Motivation 

Interview Question: What do you think has had the most influence on your success? 
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“I would say basically personal motivation but that’s not exactly how I would describe it. 

It’s kind of just the desire to not want to be stuck down if that makes any sense. I don’t 

want to be dependent on social security. You can’t really live on that amount of money. I 

guess it’s just the natural desire to want to create a life for yourself would be what that 

personal motivation is.” (Logan, Out of State Outlier) 

 

According to the Self-Determination Theory of Motivation, intrinsic motivation is 

defined by integrating a sense of competence and autonomy into one’s self-identity. 

Extrinsic motivation is about relating something external on one’s own reasoning behind 

their desires and actions. Extrinsic motivation is the idea that individuals are motivated 

based upon the influences imposed upon by others. How agents and contextual factors 

influence an individual to want to behave or identify themselves with or in contrast to is 

the connection between circumscribed agency and extrinsic motivation. Individuals who 

are intrinsically motivated are self-driving and strive to achieve as much self-sufficiency 

as possible. Even then, the self-confidence and self-sufficiency these individuals 

experience develops out of the context and the people in the environment who have 

helped them define themselves. In the case of third party scholarships, they are motivated 

by the positive feelings and images they attach to becoming a scholar and the financial 

independence that funding their own higher education imparts.  

Interviewees frequently incorporated the sense of intrinsic motivation into their 

descriptions of the scholarship process. Students in the Loan Averse Institutional 

Scholarship Recipients type and Privileged White Males type frequently said that they 

were “self-motivated,” that they went through the scholarship processes “on their own” 

or “without support”. They also expressed an “unwillingness to settle” for less than their 

image of what they deemed were the requirements for a successful scholar. Amanda 
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(Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) described her intrinsic motivation as, 

“I’ve been very independent with myself and I’ve just always enjoyed learning and I’ve 

always been a very self-determined person so if I didn’t want it, no one was going to 

make me want it.” Phil (Privileged White Male) said, “I’m very self-motivated. So I 

never really felt pushed by my parents. They didn’t have a need to.” Phil is focused on 

the frame of reference that independence and self-motivation are characteristics he 

defines for himself as positive.  

Students within the Successful Pell Eligible Minorities type described their 

intrinsic motivation more in terms of what way it made them feel “good,” “impressive,” 

or “important.” Eunice (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) said she was motivated by an 

“inner drive to be better, to be the best in my class.”   

Honestly, it feels good when you look at your award and you have other academic 

scholarships, not only the fact that you’re getting the money, but the fact that it 

shows there that you took the time to find out, go out and get those scholarships 

too. That you’re not just depending on the government to help you with your 

funding. So that’s one reason (Yasmine, Successful Pell Eligible Minority). 

 

Tyra (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) said she was motivated “Because I felt like I’m 

the best investment I have, so going towards scholarships you know I’m investing in me 

so I’m investing my time in that so I just figured if I can get a way to college without 

having to pay too much in loans at the end, I’m set, I’ll be happy.” When asked if they 

could have earned third party scholarships without this inner drive or sense of success 

motivating them, many of the interview participants said they probably would not have.  

Students who describe their success in terms of intrinsic motivation may have been 

socialized to think about their motivation in an intrinsic way, but even intrinsic 
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motivation involves contextualizing oneself in comparison with others. It is the members 

of an individual’s environmental context that initially help them come to the definitions 

they hold of themselves as “driven” or “self-motivated” or “independent.”   

All third party scholarship types, except for Privileged White Males, mentioned 

situations or people that motivated them to apply for third party scholarship funds. Logan 

(Out of State Outlier) quoted above does not want to be “stuck down” or “dependent on 

social security” but he is also motivated to “create a life for [himself].” Logan is an 

individual who has made a clear connection between his decisions and actions being 

motivated by his context and the boundaries he wants to live within. He does not want to 

be like those he defines as “other,” those who are “stuck” and “dependent.” Other 

motivators included students who applied for third party scholarship funds because they 

“don’t want to disappoint [their] family”, their family was “pushing them,” they didn’t 

want to be the only ones in their family without a college degree, or they wanted to 

“prove people wrong” that someone from their race or neighborhood could succeed 

despite negative predictions. Darnell, (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) described his 

extrinsic motivation as: 

I’m the type of person where I’m motivated to be the best person that I can be. I 

feel like you know a lot of times, especially as a young man of color, especially in 

the media or things of that nature, you know we’re not always portrayed in the 

best light. So I feel like me wanting to prove people wrong and, really, I want to 

be at a point in my career, hopefully as a journalist, where I can give back to 

others and just supply people with that knowledge. 

 

Darnell refers to other people as both individuals he identifies himself in contrast to 

(prove them wrong) and individuals he identifies himself with to be as successful as he 
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can be. Luis (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) had a similarly complex 

rationale for the reasons he felt externally motivated to success.  

Just the fact that [my parents] encouraged me to go to college was one of the 

primary things because I just, I didn’t really know what the hell I was going to do 

in college but I didn’t really want to a) disappoint them and b) I didn’t really want 

to be one of the ‘take a break’ and then actually never go to college because a lot 

of my friends did that and I didn’t want that to actually happen to me. Because I 

know, I knew that if I took a break, the lazy bug would take over and it would just 

be done.  

 

Extrinsic motivation, similar to groups that students identify with and in contrast to 

within the Circumscribed Agency Theoretical Framework can have both push and pull 

elements. It is actually these push and pull elements that most clearly illuminate the 

synthesis of Circumscribed Agency and SDT. The ways in which students feel motivated 

to identify themselves with (pull), or identify themselves in contrast to (push), develop 

from their context. By understanding what contextual elements most motivate students 

from different types, we improve our understanding about student action. Students from 

all third party scholarship types except for Privileged White Males felt pushed by their 

parents, pushed to get out of their current situation, and pushed to take action. Another 

important rationale for the synthesis of both theories is that missing from SDT theory is 

an influential actor or actors who are driving extrinsic motivation. What students 

determine is an action that is necessary or reasonable is established by how they are 

encouraged by others in their context to identify their place relative to specific groups of 

people by which parameters are set.  
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Push Motivators 

 The desire to “get out of the house” or to use education as a “way out” was one 

push element showing how students were extrinsically motivated to apply for third party 

scholarships. Pamela (Out of State Outlier) explained, “My hometown is very laid back. I 

wanted to get out of that. I want to do something.” In response to the question, ‘What 

aspects of your neighborhood and people in your neighborhood have affected your own 

ideas about your future, your motivation, and your actions related to going to college?’ 

Kendra (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) responded,  

Well, one big one is that, at least from my perspective, when people hear south 

side, when I tell them I grew up on the south side, they automatically have this 

negative connotation about it and so that’s kind of motivating me. I definitely 

want to work in a low income area and show people ‘hey, not everything 

associated with the south has a negative connotation’ so that’s definitely one of 

my goals. 

 

Another extrinsic push for students was their parents pushing them to do better. Adam 

(Most Traditionally at Risk) described it as, “my parents brainwashed me as a child.” 

Parents frequently highlighted their own life mistakes or challenging circumstances as a 

lesson for their children to work harder.  Jessica (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship 

Recipient) explained, “My Mom pushed me and encouraged me whether it’s nicely or not 

so nicely. She’s kind of a tiger mom.” For Lisa, (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to 

College) “I wanted to make it easy for my parents. I knew that I didn’t want a job my 

freshman year. And I’ve always been driven to succeed and achieve in high school.” 

Whitney, (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) was also extrinsically motivated by a push 

(threat) from her mother. 
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My mom, like I said before because she went to [community college] and because 

she pushed her kids like I said, college was not a ‘oh maybe, you know, ha’. No. 

You were going or else you were leaving the house and she wasn’t helping you 

anymore. So I’m glad she did that because I probably wouldn’t be here, because 

most of my friends aren’t in school so I’d definitely probably be where they are 

now…  had it not been for her or that [College preparation class]  I wouldn’t have 

known about anything and I would just be extremely in debt. I mean not that I’m 

not already in debt but I’d be even more in debt. I’d probably have a whole bunch 

of private loans…“I didn’t really want to [apply for scholarships] so again my 

mom and the class. (laughs) I really didn’t have a choice if I wanted to pass the 

class I had to do it and my mom was going to kill me if I didn’t do it. So I really 

didn’t have a choice.  

 

Family finances acted as another push element for students who were extrinsically 

motivated by the people and situations around them. Tyra, (Successful Pell Eligible 

Minority) explained “Knowing what I do about my family’s finances it’s just it was kind 

of necessary for me to not make my education a burden on them.” Roberto (Loan Averse 

Institutional Scholarship Recipient) expressed that he needed “[financial] stability to be 

happy.” Financial motivation was a frequent push for students from lower socioeconomic 

status backgrounds. Jose (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) explained, “My family fights 

over money. I don’t want to do that when I’m older. I see how much my dad struggles. 

We were even homeless for a couple of months and I don’t want my kids to have to go 

through that.” Hara (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) was similarly 

motivated by the financial circumstances of her older sister’s friends, “Since my sister is 

older than me, I watched a lot of her friends go into debt in school and that’s just really 

stressful to think about. I think when you’re in school that should be your main focus, 

school, and not worrying about how to pay for everything, so that definitely motivated 

me.” 
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 One final push element for students who cited external motivation to apply for 

scholarships was reminders to complete scholarship applications from high school 

counselors, teachers, or adult family members. Emily, (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) 

admitted, “I think my counselor being so pushy about it [influenced my success] because 

she’d track me down and hand me scholarship applications. I hated it at the time, but 

looking back it was probably good.”  

Pull Motivators 

Students who were pulled by extrinsic motivators felt supported and encouraged 

to do better by others. Rather than acting to avoid a negative situation, they envisioned a 

positive image of a good life. Students across the third party scholarship types, except for 

Privileged White Males, felt pulled to strive for success. Students felt pulled by their 

family members telling them that they were “smart” or telling them “you can do it.” For 

Lisa, (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) “I liked how my parents responded 

when they knew I was applying for scholarships. I knew they were proud. They were 

happy.” Meredith (STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College) described the pull she 

felt as, “From the start succeeding academically was expected of me. My parents expect 

it, that’s what they say…So I’ve had a lot of positive support.” Other students explained 

how they wanted to make their parents (usually one parent specifically) proud.   

School personnel also acted as a pull motivation to encourage students to succeed. 

Martin (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) said, “My counselors and coaches said I had 

the attitude of someone who would be successful.” When I asked him what motivated 

him the most, he responded, “Definitely my counselors and people around me like my 
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coaches and things like that because they always said that I was different and that you 

know I always strived for the best and that was the attitude, the overall attitude of 

someone who would succeed so they always encouraged me to definitely strive to do 

better things.” 

Combining Context and Motivation  

“The reward for doing well, getting A’s, just made me feel good.  But I always really 

enjoyed working on schoolwork and projects and I enjoyed doing well. So it’s sort of a 

virtuous cycle. You know I did well so I tried harder so I did better.” (Jessica, Loan 

Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) 

 

Jessica’s quote is a perfect example of how environmental context (rewards) plays 

into motivation, which in turn influences the environmental context. For Jessica it is a 

“virtuous cycle” of success motivating successful behavior which in turn leads to more 

success. All third party scholarship types (except Privileged White Males who failed to 

refer to extrinsic motivators or the situational contexts that influenced their intrinsic 

motivation) expressed an intersection between their environmental context and their 

individual motivation. It is the identification and analysis of this intersection between 

Self-Determination Theory of Motivation and Circumscribed Agency that represents the 

major theoretical contribution of this study (to be discussed in the next section of this 

chapter). In many ways you cannot separate context from motivation or the environment 

from self-determination because they both shape the individual’s perception of reality 

and influence their actions. Jessica (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) 

actually described it another way, “You exercise because it’s good for you, you apply 

because you might have a chance.” People exercise as a result of a confluence of 

contextual circumstances and individual motivation. Contextually, exercise provides 
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health benefits, people have different genetic predispositions, and eat diets of varying 

calorie counts. Motivationally, individuals may feel fat, want to look like a movie star, or 

be encouraged by a friend to take walks together.  As soon as the act of exercise 

commences, a cycle of change begins.  

Even within the interview participant subsample of students who had received 

third party scholarships at Southwest University, students acknowledged the impact of 

their own level of effort within the third party scholarship process.  

I basically applied for as much stuff as I could, like just the mini stuff and also the 

stuff that I just had to apply for and didn’t have to do any major work for. That 

[third party community scholarship] was the only one that I did any major work 

for and unfortunately that was the only one that I got. I believe there was a slight 

correlation between the whole effort exerted and quality of information received 

(Luis, Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient).  

 

Students also pointed out the influence of relationships on their self-identity and 

motivation.  Jose (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) said, “Without my high school 

counselors believing in me that I could do it, I don’t think I could’ve believed in myself.” 

Emily (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) attributed her scholarship success to, “The 

motivation that I gained from being poor growing up.”  

 Each interview participant was asked what they felt had made them most 

successful in their ability to receive third party scholarships. Several students answered, 

“family,” “family background,” “parents,” or a specific parent. For them, the follow up 

question was, “Without your family, do you think you would have been able to earn 

scholarships? Why or why not?” Each of their answers was a qualified no that provides 

further insight into the context/motivation intersection. Tyra (Successful Pell Eligible 

Minority) answered, “I feel like I wouldn’t just because I feel like you need to have that 
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motivation and that ethic to actually work towards getting a scholarship and I feel like if I 

hadn’t worked in a restaurant and had either someone encouraging me or saying that I 

can’t, I wouldn’t have been able to do that. I would just feel like, I guess lethargic about 

actually pursuing it.” Kelly’s (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College) response 

was, “If it weren’t for my mom I wouldn’t have the drive or the determination or 

whatever you want to call it to even look for scholarships.”  

Without my family, I mean my older siblings kind of funded their way through 

college through scholarships and outside funding, so kind of without them and my 

parents instilling in us that mindset to pursue that type of funding then I probably 

wouldn’t be able to have the scholarships but on the other hand I feel if I still had 

that GPA and kind of that drive then I would still be able to apply for scholarships 

and even get some (Naomi, STEM Major Whose Parents Went to College). 

 

It is clear that these students view their success as a combination of contextual elements 

that influenced their self-motivation along with taking the action to apply.  

Without [my parents] pushing I don’t think I would’ve put as much energy into 

trying to get the scholarships as I did. Studying habits, work habits, they kind of 

instilled them in me. And if it wasn’t for their pushing I wouldn’t probably have 

felt as inspired and one thing I’ve learned when applying for scholarships you 

have to really feel inspired. Because if you don’t, if you’re doing it just to get it 

done then whatever you write is going to sound kind of cruddy (Lisa, STEM 

Major Whose Parents Went to College). 

 

Students identify “drive” and “motivation” and “inspiration” as the catalyst necessary to 

take the action to apply for third party scholarships but also they attribute the source of 

that internal state to circumscribed factors. Luis (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship 

Recipient) felt that the action of applying was the key to other’s success.  

The persistent ones [get the most scholarship money]. And this is going to sound 

really crass but like I knew a lot of people who weren’t extraordinarily bright that 

got some really kick ass scholarships because they just kept going at it and then I 

know a lot of people who were like top 1% in our class or whatever who didn’t 
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really do much work and had to take student loans at Northwestern or wherever 

the hell they went.  

 

Success is manufactured by the contextual environment, people within an individual’s 

context that help them define what ideal characteristics and behaviors are, an individual’s 

decision to identify with or in contrast with certain reference groups, and an individual’s 

action. The implications of this study will address each of these ingredients, but what is 

provided by the students’ interviews are alternative ways of achieving success. Students 

from the six different types each demonstrated they were able to receive third party 

scholarships even though they were or felt left out of their ideal context. Students who 

may have not had a contextual reference group to emulate were successfully motivated 

by identifying in contrast to others they felt were not successful. Even very negative life 

experiences, like being homeless, were internalized and processed to become highly 

motivating influences of successful behavior.  

As seen from the variety of third party scholarship types, individuals from all 

different ethnicities, genders, majors, GPAs, socioeconomic levels and academic abilities 

successfully receive third party scholarships.  While this does not infer that there are 

enough third party scholarship funds available for all students or that all student groups 

have equal access to third party scholarship opportunities, the results of interviewing 42 

successful scholarship recipients indicate that circumscribed agency and individual 

motivation differs across the Typology of Third Party Scholarship Recipients. As 

discussed later in this chapter, the similarities and differences between each of the third 

party scholarship types has implications on the inequalities reproduced and opportunities 

extended to various student groups.  
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Part Two Summary  

 The 42 scholarship participants were divided into the six types using the students’ 

interpretations of their experiences, their description of their  actions regarding the third 

party scholarship application process, and the 16 demographic characteristics which 

provide additional insight into their place within the larger financial and scholarship 

context. The goal was to discover if, in addition to the qualitative similarities and 

differences described through the students’ experiences, there would be quantitative 

similarities and differences identified. Based on coding and analysis of all of the student 

interview data, there is a distinct and unique third party scholarship experience for each 

of the six third party scholarship interview types. Students in different types define 

themselves by people in their contextual environment who they identify with and who 

they identify in contrast to. The student type is also a frequent indicator of the contextual 

influences that they include and leave out in their definitions of motivation. Less 

privileged types are more likely to frame their motivation and actions in conjunction with 

statements about how individuals and groups from their environment have influenced 

them. More privileged types seem to have been socialized to think about their motivation 

in an intrinsic way and are less likely to mention the contextual factors that have 

influenced their success. The Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology is based on the 

theoretical agency dimensions of the students’ context and motivation. The demographic 

qualities are secondary and used to help describe the student groups in a concise, 

illustrative way. 
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STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College (12 of 42) frequently gave 

responses that reflected a more privileged experience as a result of the knowledge that 

they had gleaned from their parents who had also graduated from a four year institution. 

They also acknowledged their parents and environmental resources as an important 

ingredient in their success.  Successful Pell Eligible Minorities (10 of 42) – spent a great 

deal of time discussing the support they received from coaches, high school counselors, 

or others. Push from a negative environment to “prove people wrong” or to set an 

example for others was one of the main motivators for this type. Successful Pell Eligible 

Minorities expressed both the ways in which they had to capitalize on and cope with 

environmental factors that influence their success. Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship 

Recipients (8 of 42) frequently expressed concern over their parents’ finances, or mention 

having seen others in debt or working their way through school.  They valued their own 

independence and wanted to be financially independent. This type was the most 

financially aware of the expenses of college. They seemed to apply for scholarships 

slightly earlier than other student groups but several stopped applying for additional third 

party scholarship opportunities after they “had enough” money to afford education 

without debt.  Privileged White Males (6 of 42) tended to take individual credit for their 

academic success. They were intrinsically motivated and very concerned about racial 

inequality defined as any opportunity extended to any racial group they were not a part 

of. They did not express the influence of environmental contexts on their success. They 

said little to nothing about how others contributed to their success apart from parents who 

might have warned them that they had to work harder as white males.  
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Because Out of State Outliers (3 of 42) and Most Traditionally at Risk (3 of 42) 

were such smaller types than any of the other groups, there are fewer similarities to draw 

within each one. Out of State Outliers expressed the desire to get away, leave their home 

circumstances and be different from others. Those in the Most Traditionally at Risk types 

each had unique stories about their transient experiences and cases of extreme poverty.  

Each of the six types expressed their motivation, agency, and context of their path 

to scholarship success in very different ways. They place different emphasis on which 

factors most influenced them and what should be done to change the third party 

scholarship awarding process. Based on their stories, there is a symbiotic relationship 

between the Circumscribed Agency Framework and Self-Determination Theory of 

Motivation that both confirms and goes beyond these existing models.  

Part Three: Theoretical Contribution  

Part Three establishes the theoretical contributions of the findings of this study as 

well as describes the inequalities reproduced and opportunities extended by third party 

scholarships. The descriptive statistics of the student characteristics donors are seeking to 

fund/reward with scholarship money, the characteristics of scholarship recipients at 

Southwest University, and the findings from the different student types, provide an 

opportunity to expand our knowledge of contextual scholarship acquisition, frames of 

thinking, behaviors that are traditionally used to define “motivation,” and the ways both 

context and motivation circumscribe the agency students choose to enact.   
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Back to Theory  

To study students’ third party scholarship experiences utilizing only 

Circumscribed Agency or only the Self-Determination Theory of Motivation (SDT) 

would provide only a partial explanation of what motivates action. My theoretical 

contribution is identifying the gaps in these two theories and bringing them together in 

order to better inform our understanding of the third party scholarship process. This study 

provides evidence that per the Third Party Scholarship type, a student’s definition of 

motivation may or may not include how their environmental context has affected them. 

This allows us to have a more nuanced approach to understanding students’ responses 

about their own success and a more comprehensive understanding of what motivates 

action.  

Circumscribed Agency is a framework that, in the context of third party 

scholarships, can be used to explain the environmental circumstances that shape the 

actions an individual chooses to take. For example, it explains that a student from a high 

achieving school would perform well academically and do well on standardized tests 

because that is the contextual norm surrounding him or her. In Circumscribed Agency the 

individuals and groups that make up a student’s context help students define what 

behavior is normal or desirable and what frame of reference to focus on. However, 

Circumscribed Agency does not describe the students’ perception about how and why 

they act in response to those contextual cues. SDT explains why individuals want to take 

a certain action. According to SDT, a student may want to study for his/her test because 

they emulate their friend who recently got an A, or because of an inner drive for 
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perfection that will not allow them to accept a poor score as part of their individual 

identity. And yet, SDT does not account for the circumstances of a low performing 

school district in which a student may not have the ability to understand the concepts 

necessary to get an A on his/her test. There are several elements of these two constructs 

that are quite similar and naturally blend. Circumscribed Agency would lead the 

researcher to analyze the influence of groups students identify with and in contrast to 

while SDT would lead the researcher to analyze push and pull elements of motivation 

(which often come from groups students either identify with or in contrast to). SDT does 

not specifically tease out the push and pull elements of extrinsic motivation. As such, 

“push” and “pull” motivational descriptors are another contribution to this theoretical 

framework. It is these push and pull elements that most clearly illuminate the synthesis of 

Circumscribed Agency and SDT. The ways in which students feel motivated to identify 

themselves with (pull), or identify themselves in contrast to (push), develop from their 

context. By understanding what contextual elements most motivate students across the 

Third Party Scholarship Typology, we improve our understanding about student action. 

Also absent from SDT is the contextual agents that help students define their motivating 

influences. Contextual reference groups help students define who they are going to 

identify with in a way that will motivate them and shape their agency.  

This study contributes to both of these theories by inserting them within a cycle of 

success where Circumscribed Agency and SDT act as catalysts of each other. Without the 

intersection of both theoretical elements, the cycle of success is incomplete. Both 

Circumscribed Agency and SDT are elements of the “virtuous cycles” that Jessica (Loan 
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Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) spoke of. Jessica loved to write. She was 

encouraged to write by her parents and teachers and so she felt good about herself when 

she wrote. So she wrote a lot and her writing skills improved, which led to even more 

encouragement. Circumscribed Agency adds to SDT by providing a structure in which 

results of one’s efforts can be observed in the context of others.  

SDT extends Circumscribed Agency in two ways. First, within the same context, 

the student can have different subgroups with which they identify with or identify in 

contrast to. Therefore, circumscribed agency involves many facets of the contextual 

environment that can influence the student in various ways. Second, individuals can be 

motivated by conceptual framings that extend beyond the boundaries of their context. 

There are people outside of a student’s context that serve as an idea that motivates the 

student. For example, students who define other groups of students as “lazy poor people” 

may not specifically know any individual from their own environment who fits that 

description, but the idea of this other undesirable group reinforces the student’s 

motivation to be as different from this group as possible.  

Another theoretical distinction between Circumscribed Agency and SDT is that 

Circumscribed Agency tends to focus upon why students don’t act in a way that leads 

them toward successful outcomes.  SDT tends to focus on why students do act in ways 

that lead them toward successful outcomes. This study, while emphasizing the 

importance of Circumscribed Agency in the success of third party scholarship recipients, 

focuses on the ways in which students are successful. Utilizing these two theories 

together provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding action. Both need 



137 

 

  

to be incorporated into a conceptual framework to define student action. This more 

comprehensive theory of action describes how context plays a role in getting students to 

the point at which they 1) define who they are relative to other groups and 2) choose to 

engage in specific behaviors that will satisfy this context-relevant self-identity (whether it 

be intrinsic or extrinsic in nature). We now know that action is based upon how students 

interpret the overarching social context to be biased, how they are motivated by 

identifying with or in contrast to others in their environment, and navigate their 

environmental circumstances by either capitalizing or coping with their own situations 

relative to applying for third party scholarship opportunities.    

Inequalities Reproduced  

Within the process of acquiring third party scholarships, inequalities are 

reproduced when there is an environment where certain student characteristics are valued 

over others and students are not informed or given the resources necessary to achieve 

such characteristics. The qualitative portion of this study focuses upon student 

experiences and actions and yet the scholarship and scholarship recipient data shows that 

the overall third party scholarship context is favorable to students with a cumulative GPA 

over a 3.49, STEM majors, resident students, new incoming freshman, full-time students, 

and traditional age (18-21) students. Data from the participant interviews indicates that 

third party scholarships that require extensive amounts of volunteer work are not 

accessible to high school seniors who did not know that volunteer work was part of their 

overall success or for students who are required to work for pay after school and 

therefore do not have the time to do as much volunteer work as a student whose parents 
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pay for their expenses. Students have expressed a sense of danger of being overwhelmed. 

They feel as if there are so many things required of them, especially their senior year that 

frequently they need additional support in order to manage everything. Eunice 

(Successful Pell Eligible Minority) said, “I would have applied for more if I understood 

the importance of it [applying for scholarships] sooner.” Students who are not well 

informed about the total costs of higher education are another group for which the third 

party scholarship process could reproduce inequality. Laura (STEM Majors Whose 

Parents Went to College) realized, “If I didn’t have help, I don’t know where I’d be.” Not 

all students have help and in many cases the ones who need it most have the least. Also, 

about one quarter of third party scholarship recipients have no need, so one out of four 

third party scholarships are going to more affluent students who arguably may still be 

able to access higher education without these funds.  

Opportunities Extended  

There are many opportunities extended to students through the third party 

scholarship process. Each of the 42 interview participants were given an opportunity to 

fund their education at Southwest University by the award they received. Each of them 

considered themselves deserving of the award they received and in most cases also 

deserving of many of the awards they didn’t receive. The third party scholarship is in a 

sense “equal” because it requires students taking the action to apply instead of being 

automatically selected (assuming the parents are not completing the applications and 

essays for the student). Amanda (Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipient) stated, 

“If I didn’t want to, no one could make me.” Third party scholarships are not forced upon 
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anyone and there are many opportunities out there with various criteria necessary to be 

eligible. However, as much as the process is proportionately fair, the presumption 

remains amongst white students that the vast majority of scholarship money is going to 

Black and Latino students, which is not the case at all. From the data of this study, it 

seems as if access for both the opportunity and being selected is representative across 

gender and race. It seems as if the third party scholarship process is serving as an 

example for how to increase access for specific minority groups. When this form of 

holistic consideration begins to be applied across all student characteristics for the 

population as a whole, then we will have achieved great success.  

Chapter Summary 

It was the goal of this chapter to synthesize each of the various data elements into 

a cohesive description of the ways in which third party scholarships contribute to student 

access, equality, and social stratification. Based on the findings of this study there are 

ways in which implementing the cycle of success that brings together both circumscribed 

agency and individual student motivation within the third party scholarship process can 

begin to limit inequalities and extend opportunities. In the next chapter, I will describe 

the implications of this theoretical contribution on our understanding of how to reduce 

inequality and the contexts of subjectivity.   
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CHAPTER SIX: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this chapter is to highlight the findings of this study within the 

context of the current research on financial access to higher education and the 

comprehensive theory of action that combines Circumscribed Agency and Self-

Determination Theory of Motivation (SDT). This chapter will include a summary of the 

study, discussion of the findings, implications for future policy and practice, and 

suggestions for future research.  

Summary of the Study  

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to examine and explore the universe of 

third party scholarships, the students who receive these awards at a large public 

university in the Southwest, and the interaction between environmental context and 

individual motivation that appears to have made them successful in earning such awards. 

Data was gathered from four main sources:  

 Institutional database that identifies the requirements of third party scholarships 

available to students 

 Data from student interviews  

 Student level institutional records for third party scholarship recipients  

 Published institutional records that describe the demographic characteristics of the 

entire undergraduate student population  

Using these four main data sources, it was the goal of this study to better understand 

the universe of third party scholarships from three different perspectives: 

 The donor perspective through the requirements of their funding 



141 

 

  

 The institutional perspective of how third party scholarships fit into access and 

equity among the larger student body  

 The student perspective   

Although this was a mixed-methods study, I relied much more heavily on the 

qualitative (interview findings) since understanding what motivates action and how 

context shapes identity, frames of thinking and action requires an in-depth exploration of 

participant experiences best achieved through qualitative methods (Marshall & 

Rossman,1999). Rather than focusing attention on the assets of particular students in 

contrast to the deficits of others, this study examined the diversity among successes, 

thereby illuminating what successful strategy looks like in context while not forgetting 

the role of individual agency.  

The research questions to guide this study were:  

1. What third party scholarships are out there?  

2. How can an examination of the students who receive third party scholarships 

inform our understanding of how structure rewards particular subpopulations?  

3. How can an exploration of the processes successful students went through to 

acquire third party scholarships expand our understanding of what motivates 

action? 

a. How do various elements of context shape identity and frames of thinking 

and behaviors that are traditionally used to define “motivation.”  
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b. How do aspects of context motivate the decisions students make and the 

actions they take? In other words, how do various contextual elements 

appear to circumscribe the agency students choose to enact? 

4. Given the contextual acquisition of third party scholarships, what potential 

consequences exist for reproducing inequalities and extending opportunities?  

These questions allowed for both data based analysis and inquiry into student 

perspectives. Balancing these two finding types will have a synergistic impact on the 

knowledge base surrounding third party scholarships and the experiences of students who 

successfully earn them. 

Discussion of the Findings  

There are four major findings from this study. The first is the lack of need-based 

third party scholarships available. The second is data regarding the characteristics of 

equity and inequality in third party scholarship recipients. Third, is the creation of the 

Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology and last is the synergistic combination of the 

theoretical frameworks Circumscribed Agency and SDT.  Another benefit from this study 

was the collection of advice from successful third party scholarship award recipients to 

other students looking for third party scholarship awards. This advice is presented at the 

end of this section.  

 The primary finding from the universe of third party scholarship opportunities for 

students at Southwest University is the lack of third party scholarships available based on 

need. The 987 third party scholarships that constitute the sample for this study represent a 

pool of available scholarship dollars totaling at least $1.5 million (Southwest University 
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Scholarship system report). One of the most interesting aspects of the initial single 

characteristic requirements finding is that only 39 (4%) of third party scholarships in the 

sample have a requirement based on need. This is contrary to public opinion that many 

third party scholarships only go to needy students. 

Another critical finding is the data regarding the characteristics of equity and 

inequality in third party scholarship recipients. There were 1,806 undergraduate students 

who received at least one third party scholarship during the 2011-2012 year and were 

enrolled in courses for Spring 2012.  Very little of these data findings would come as a 

surprise to experienced professionals in the higher education finance industry. However, 

they have great value in that few institutions attempt to gather this data beyond the 

anecdotal perceptions of staff.  One major finding is that fewer White students, more 

Hispanic students, and many more American Indian students receive scholarships than 

their percentage representation in the undergraduate population. This is a major finding 

as it demonstrates a high level of diversity among third party scholarship recipients. For 

scholarships with a major requirement, non-STEM majors are much less funded than 

STEM fields. Non-resident students and especially non-resident alien students seem to 

have fewer third party scholarship opportunities. Other groups that would benefit from 

additional third party scholarship support include continuing students, part-time students, 

and students over the age of 24. 

In depth analysis of both individual characteristics and interview data resulted in 

the creation of a six type Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology. The 42 interview 

participants were categorized across 16 quantitative data points in an attempt to identify 
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meaningful groupings that would provide a comprehensive description of who the 

students are within their context.  The six third party scholarship recipient types include:   

 Successful Pell Eligible Minorities      

 STEM Majors Whose Parents Went to College     

 Loan Averse Institutional Scholarship Recipients      

 Privileged White Males         

 Out of State Outliers          

 Most Traditionally At Risk   

Based on coding and analysis of all of the student interview data, there is a distinct and 

unique third party scholarship experience for each of the six third party scholarship 

interview types. Students in different types define themselves by who in their 

environment they identify with and who they identify in contrast to. The student type is 

also a frequent indicator of the contextual influences that they include and leave out in 

their definitions of motivation. Less privileged types are more likely to frame their 

motivation and actions in conjunction with statements about how individuals and groups 

from their environment have influenced them. More privileged types seem to have been 

socialized to think about their motivation in an intrinsic way and are less likely to 

mention the contextual factors that have influenced their success. 

The major theoretical finding and contribution of this study is the synergistic 

combination of the theoretical frameworks Circumscribed Agency and SDT. Success is 

manufactured by the contextual environment, people within an individual’s context that 

help them define what ideal characteristics and behaviors are, an individual’s decision to 
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identify with or in contrast with certain reference groups, and an individual’s action. Self-

Determination Theory of Motivation and Circumscribed Agency both shape the 

individual’s perception of reality and influence their actions. This study contributes to 

both of these theories by inserting them within a cycle of success where Circumscribed 

Agency and motivation act as catalysts of each other. Without the intersection of both 

theoretical elements, the cycle of success is incomplete. 

Another benefit from this study was the collection of advice from successful third 

party scholarship award recipients to other students looking for third party scholarship 

awards. Most of the advice that students gave centered on time management, effort 

required, and seeking help.  Interview participants said it was important not to get 

discouraged by the process, to spend hours searching, and apply for all scholarships, not 

just the ones that award large amounts of money. Phil (Privileged White Male) said his 

advice for students would be, “don’t get overwhelmed – every week pick one scholarship 

to do.” Other students stated “apply for more than you think you should,” “apply early,” 

and “complete the entire application.”  

Students from the Pell Eligibility Minority type focused specifically on the 

importance of preparation. “Try not to put off to the last minute. Lots of the scholarships 

I didn’t get I wrote the night before. The ones I did get were the ones I had people look 

over” (Jose, Successful Pell Eligible Minority).  Awareness of both oneself and the 

scholarship being applied for was another stated factor of success. Darnell, (Successful 

Pell Eligible Minority) recommended, “look for ones that matter to you, look for things 

that are important to you and put your all into them.”  
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Utilizing other individuals was also important to successful scholarship recipients. 

Students recommended that applicants “make connections” and “not limit yourself to one 

resource.” Whitney (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) gave the advice for students to, 

“Ask for help because if you just try to do it on your own you’re just going to get 

frustrated. You can’t just Google scholarships. Try to be resourceful. There are people 

who know about scholarships. You just have to find them and once you find them then it 

will probably be easier to get scholarships because you’ll know where to look and where 

to apply.”  Despite this advice from successful third party scholarship recipients and the 

other findings of this study, there is still a great deal of information about third party 

scholarships and the students who receive them that we do not know. 

What We Don’t Know  

There are several areas of exploration that were not included in the scope of this 

study. First, there was data gathered about the student interview participants that would 

be enlightening to track on a larger scale. I do know the percentage of the interview 

participants who are first generation students, but not for all the undergraduate students at 

Southwest University and not for all third party scholarship recipients. Also, I asked the 

student interview participants if anyone in their family had ever received welfare or other 

need-based benefits as a way to track long term need in addition to the need established 

through Pell eligibility. For professionals who have concerns over loopholes and gaps in 

the financial aid process, this type of data would be beneficial on a large scale. If all the 

data that was collected for the 42 interview participants was collected for all Southwest 

University students, it would be possible to determine the typology proportions within the 
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overall pattern of undergraduate students and all scholarship recipients. This could lead to 

an entirely new set of findings regarding the factors that motivate specific groups of 

students to act in ways that lead to both academic and financial success.  

     Even within the group of interview participants who have been much more 

successful in earning scholarship funds than the average third party scholarship recipient, 

students expressed frustration and concern about the third party scholarship process. The 

demand for funds is very high and not everyone who applies for third party scholarships 

receives third party scholarship funds. This study did not have access to students who 

applied for many third party scholarships but did not receive any. Additional studies 

should attempt to include individuals who demonstrated motivation by taking the action 

to apply for third party scholarships and yet did not receive any funds in order to explore 

the differences between the students who receive third party scholarships and those who 

do not.   

This study did not include any data that verifies a student’s level of effort in 

seeking out and applying for third party scholarships. Neither does it explore the different 

effects of context, between students of different environments and their third party 

scholarship outcomes. There are most likely students from similar environmental 

backgrounds to the 42 interview participants who chose not to apply for third party 

scholarships. There could be differences in the foundational development of the 

contextual environment or different student interpretations and internalization of who to 

identify with and who to identify in contrast to. Another future study could explore what 

causes students from similar backgrounds to not feel motivated to act in a certain way.   
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Relevance to Literature on College Access  

The findings of this study support previous studies on both need-based financial 

aid and large state and institutional scholarship programs that while funds given to 

students enhance enrollment and retention numbers, financial aid effects differ across 

race, income, and college sector (Baum, 2001; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Perna, 2006b; 

Heller, 1997). “Instead of serving as a springboard to social mobility as it did for the first 

decades after World War II, college education today is reinforcing class stratification, 

with a huge majority of the 24 percent of Americans aged 25 to 29 currently holding a 

bachelor’s degree coming from families with earnings well above the median income” 

(Edsall, 2012). There is only so much that limited state grant funds alone can do to 

mitigate college expenses for high financial need students. “The value of Pell Grants – 

the basic form of federal scholarship aid to poor students – has steadily declined as 

tuition costs have grown at a much faster rate than inflation” (Edsall, 2012).  The increase 

in tuition is another major barrier to financial access to college but many colleges argue 

that increased tuition is necessary to the survival of the institution.  

Colleges have shifted their own spending priorities due to budget costs, dependent 

upon tuition revenue and as a result have “reduced commitment to justice and need-based 

financial aid” (Hossler, 2004).  Institutions must leverage their own funds (especially 

scholarship funds) to recruit students who can pay the majority of their tuition costs. 

They also attempt to conserve and distribute funds as widely as possible through need 

leveraging policies where they reduce institutional awards based on third party 

scholarship funds received. “We are in an era when tuition dollars, long a key source of 
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revenue for private institutions are becoming ever more important as a source of income 

for most public institutions as well” (Hossler, 2004). Tuition increases have an especially 

drastic effect on reducing access to higher education for low income students. A 1998 

American Council on Education (ACE) comprehensive 9-month study, titled What the 

Public Thinks and Knows About Paying for College, indicates that the public does not 

know how much financial aid is available to help pay college bills, where it comes from, 

or how to get it (Ikenberry & Hartle, 1998). The ACE survey further states that, “… (low-

income individuals, minorities, and those with modest levels of education demonstrated 

the least knowledge and were the most uninformed about the cost of higher education and 

the availability of financial aid…” (Ikenberry & Hartle, 1998, p. 14). Providing all 

students with increased opportunities to fund their college educations is only a partial 

solution to a much larger societal problem.  

Implications for Future Policy and Practice  

“The reality of higher education is that there is no room for ill-conceived policies that do 

more harm than good, no matter how popular they may be. The future of our youth, and 

ultimately our society, is at stake. Policies must focus on expanding access and 

developing the talent of all our future citizens” (Marin, 2002, p. 114).  

The main implications for future policy and practice involve addressing the main 

concerns that third party scholarship recipients have about the ways in which the third 

party scholarship process contributes to the reproduction of existing inequities and 

equality and suggestions they have to improve social mobility and increase equity.  

Student Concern about the Current Third Party Scholarship Process  

Student concerns about the current third party scholarship process incorporate 

concerns about insufficient information on scholarship opportunities, an overemphasis on 
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numbers, a lack of availability of funds, the unfairness of award displacement (when 

university funds are reduced in response to additional funding), and the lack of support 

from school staff. In regard to finding scholarship opportunities, Maya (STEM Major 

Whose Parents Went to College) said, “As far as applying for scholarships, the hardest 

part is where to find it and how to find it. It’s kind of a problem. Because I feel like there 

are a lot of people who want to give money and are giving money, they just are keeping it 

a secret about how to get it.” Other students felt that too much emphasis was placed on 

numbers. “Numbers are the be all end all and they don’t let you get to know the person” 

(Darnell, Successful Pell Eligible Minority). Darnell was just one of the students who 

wanted to be known for who he was as an individual as opposed to his test scores.  

In talking about their concerns about the third party scholarship process, students 

frequently reference the availability of funds. Students applied to third party scholarships 

in order to afford college, leave college without debt, because they were “freaking out 

that I wouldn’t go to college,” didn’t want to take chances about not having enough 

funding to pay for tuition, or the knowledge that they could not afford a four year school 

without third party scholarship support. Jason (STEM Major Whose Parents Went to 

College) explained, “Scholarships are fantastic, an extreme boon to students who don’t 

want to rely on progressively more finicky fed aid.” Whitney (Successful Pell Eligible 

Minority) said, “[Third party scholarships] are great. They really are great and if more 

people knew about them then less loans would be taken out.” 

Not all students who complained about award displacement knew what it was 

called or why their institutional grant funds had been reduced. Some called it   “a lot of 
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red tape” about tuition only scholarships vs. scholarships that cover room and board 

(Logan, Out of State Outlier). What students did understand is that they did not receive 

the total amount of funds that they thought they had earned. Laura, (STEM Major Whose 

Parents Went to College) explained:   

At the same time I don’t like (Southwest Institutional Grant). It gave me false 

hope because they have the amount in [the award letter], and apparently, if you 

get a scholarship or if you get work study it goes down, and I’m like ‘why would 

you do that? I worked hard for all this so why would you do that?’ So I wish they 

told me sooner because my mom cancelled work study thinking it was perfectly 

fine, she was pretty happy about that, and then afterwards my whole family 

started totally freaking out again.  

 

Both the lack of knowledge about scholarship availability and the details of awarding 

could be alleviated by increased support from school staff. However, lack of support was 

another concern of students. “I think a lot of pressure is put on counselors. At least it was 

at my school. I think scholarship information trickles through the counselors but it really 

should be addressed more to the whole class” (Lisa, STEM Major Whose Parents Went 

to College). Yasmine (Successful Pell Eligible Minority) expressed a desire for support 

from both high school and college staff.  

I think that academic professionals shouldn’t just tell students to look for 

scholarships, because everyone says, ‘oh there’s plenty of scholarships, just 

apply’ but actually direct them to the resources, that would really help. Because if 

you’re a student and you hear ‘Oh there’s tons of scholarships out there, just look 

for them,’ and you’re a busy person as it is, it’s not very, you know, if they 

realistically want you to look for scholarships then they should try and help more 

in the sense that ‘oh there’s a link, here’s a scholarship’ or something like that. 

I’m not saying for them to do that work for you, but if someone is telling you that 

you’re not looking for enough scholarships, they should be trying to help.  
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Student Suggestions for Change  

In addition to student concerns about the current third party scholarship process, 

the interview participants also had several suggestions for how to fix disparity within the 

third party scholarship process in the future.  Overall, students want a much more 

personalized experience and many want more scholarship selection processes to involve 

personal interviews. “There is a lot more scholarship foundations can do to pick the right 

recipients. But I realize that it wouldn’t be very cost effective because I think there 

should be an interview process. Anyone can just fudge around and fake stuff so I think 

there should be more accountability” (Phil, Privileged White Male). Students, particularly 

those from the Privileged White Male type want the opportunity with donors to sit down 

and explain their unique situation to donors. They want a personalized processed that 

makes them feel connected and that their effort has been valued. Maya (STEM Major 

Whose Parents Went to College) said, “I don’t like that I haven’t gotten any feedback for 

most of the scholarships I’ve applied for.” Even for scholarships she was not selected for, 

she wanted to hear something—a no would be better than nothing.  

The goal in changes to the third party scholarships process is that once an 

institution or scholarship foundation demonstrates success, according to the concept of 

policy diffusion, other institutions and scholarship providers will follow suit (Cohen-

Vogel 2007 & Ness 2009). The goal is to have third party scholarship best practices to 

spread across the nation. Third party scholarships give students the opportunity to exhibit 

enhanced agency by taking an active role in securing funding for their own education. By 

matching third party scholarship opportunities with a more nuanced typology of success, 
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students could empower themselves to follow in the success pathways of others from 

similar backgrounds. The findings of this study provide policy makers necessary data on 

the ways in which third party scholarships impact opportunity for all types of students, 

and how policymakers, practitioners, and students can more strategically leverage this 

unique source of funding. “The education system is an increasingly powerful mechanism 

for the intergenerational reproduction of privilege” (Carnevale quoted in Edsall, 2012). 

Third party scholarships can change that reproduction of privilege. “Every dollar that 

goes to enroll students who do not really require aid diminishes access and equity for 

those who have moderate and high levels of financial need” (Hossler, 2004). By 

addressing the concerns and suggestions of successful third party scholarship recipients, 

the process can become more strategic, thoughtful, and empowering.  

Suggestions for Practitioners 

This study was designed by a practitioner who is seeking to enhance financial access to 

higher education by utilizing every tool imaginable. Regardless of their role, I would 

strongly encourage all practitioners to focus on providing postsecondary opportunities to 

a larger segment of the state’s population as a primary goal of their office. We must not 

only invest in the highest achieving students, who have already been highly invested in, 

but invest in the 70%-95% percentile who are capable and likely to succeed and graduate 

college but may need additional financial support.  Below are more specific suggestions 

to specific practitioners who have a major impact on the third party scholarship selection, 

awarding, and distribution process.  
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For the Financial Aid Director 

Data from previous studies demonstrates that scholarships are often given to 

students who already have institutional funding. There may be a way to better leverage 

this funding to ensure that it is spread to as many academically deserving, needy students 

as possible. Review the current financial aid policies for unintentional consequences that 

may be causing disparity. Ensure the institutional awarding of need takes into 

consideration financial variables that are ignored by the Free Application for Federal 

Student Aid (FAFSA). If the institution engages in need leveraging practices, provide 

clear and consistent information about these policies to all incoming students and their 

high school guidance counselors—not only those from a more privileged context. 

Identify any remaining loopholes or frequently asked questions regarding financial access 

and create a strategy for responding to each of these situations.  

For Development Officers 

Multiple studies indicate that college access and choice is still very much 

stratified by socioeconomic status (SES), race/ethnicity, and college sector—this is data 

that should be given to all donors along with an invitation for them to help resolve this 

problem. Third party scholarships, with their more flexible awarding requirements and 

freedom from state budget control, provide the opportunity to gain a new depth of 

understanding into how to best utilize funds to increase opportunities for all highly 

motivated students to pursue higher education. Encourage donors to create scholarships 

in which students are chosen in atypical ways (i.e. through motivational or leadership 

assessments or based on projects completed outside the school environment) to find new 
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tools for predicting success. Try to shift some of the funding priorities away from the 

74.7% of third party scholarships in this study that had some form of academic (merit) 

performance requirement.  Link scholarship awards with student retention data to explore 

any connections in student characteristics (like major) or scholarship programming that 

might inform the discussion on third party scholarships and student success and publish 

your findings. Continue to prioritize diversity in scholarship awards for minority student 

groups. If allowable given SW University’s political climate, seek out donors willing to 

support the 4.2% of Southwest University’s undergraduate students that are non-resident 

aliens but only receive .33% of the third party scholarships available.  

For High School Counselors  

Inform students in 9
th

 grade that their academic and extracurricular choices will 

impact their likelihood to receive merit-based aid. 74.7% of the third party scholarships 

in this study had some form of academic (merit) performance requirement. Encourage 

students to take rigorous coursework, volunteer, and take on leadership positions long 

before they start filling out third party scholarship applications. Remind high school 

seniors that they are more eligible to receive third party scholarships their senior year of 

high school than any other time in their academic career. Almost half of all third party 

scholarship recipients (43.52%) are freshmen. Continue to critically examine how 

students understand the third party scholarship process, define their options, and decide to 

apply for third party scholarships. Take note of student strengths that are not 

demonstrated by traditional evaluation tools and think of ways those strengths could be 

measured.  
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For the Chief Retention Officer  

Because the data is unclear about whether scholarship programs are truly 

responsible for increasing higher educational opportunity for all students, use this 

population of highly motivated students to experiment with incentive programs. Offer 

scholarships for continuing students who are involved on campus and successfully 

working towards graduation. Offering this institutional incentive to students could 

perhaps relieve some of the financial concerns of continuing students and improve 

retention rates. Ensure that additional financial aid is awarded to continuing students for 

whom the percentage of their grant based aid has decreased relative to tuition and 

mandatory fees. A student whose $1,000 scholarship covered half of their costs when 

they began their degree may be at particular risk of dropping out if the rising cost of 

tuition essentially devalues her scholarship. This same problem occurs for students who 

were awarded a one-time only third party scholarship their senior year of high school.  

Most importantly, link student retention data with student funding to explore any 

connections in student characteristics (like major), scholarship programming, or funding 

levels that might inform the discussion on third party scholarships and student success. 

Publish your findings (or, I also, would be happy to take on a new project).  

Suggestions for Future Research 

There is limited literature on third party scholarships. In a tough economic 

climate, policymakers as well as individual donors want to know how to best utilize 

available funds to truly reach the stated goals of scholarship awards. It is time for states, 

institutions, and individual scholarship providers to examine the impact of their policies. 



157 

 

  

Third party scholarships are unique in that donors have the ability to target specific 

student populations in ways that states and institutions cannot. Third party scholarship 

donors have the ability to award based on factors beyond GPA and standardized test 

scores. With a broader and more diverse typology for success, donors could look for 

ways to award based on a more varied combination of student motivation and enacted 

agency across a wider variety of pre-college contexts and communities.   

Future research on third party scholarships should include a study of third party 

scholarship opportunities at institutions beyond Southwest University. It is important to 

collect and evaluate third party scholarship data for each state and institution. Other 

research should be conducted on strategies for third party scholarship awarding that focus 

specifically on providing access for needy students. These studies should emphasize 

patterns in the data that enable us to better utilize our donor resources. At the 2010 

National Scholarship Providers Association (NSPA) annual conference Peter Frumkin 

stated, “When potential donors and existing funders see scholarships as strategic, support 

will get stronger.” Additional research on third party scholarships will increase the 

availability of funds as donors will be able to see the impact of their support.  

More research could be conducted as a direct follow-up to this study. Given the 

Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology, researchers could explore strategies to use 

with different student types in order to enhance student success. Perhaps students from 

different types have characteristics that they can capitalize on and motivational trends 

they should focus on. Knowing these type-specific strategies can help educational 

professionals better support students through the third party scholarship process. Students 
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emulate success in different ways. Future research could also explore best practices for 

practitioners that will enable them to successfully receive third party scholarship funds.  

Conclusion 

Out of all financial aid awarded across the nation, third party scholarships are a 

small blip in a much larger pattern. The goal of researchers is to understand both the large 

and small patterns in order to replicate success and promote opportunities for students. 

There are many cultural and political implications of perpetuating social inequality. On a 

broad scale, colleges face financial constraints because they must enroll enough students 

who can afford to pay all or most of their costs in order to meet their own budgetary 

demands. These restraints that exist on university funds do not apply to third party 

scholarship funds. Third party scholarship donors can choose to fund students regardless 

of their ability to pay. As a result, third party scholarships have the opportunity/potential 

to reduce inequality and increase opportunity in students’ financial access to higher 

education.  

My analyses unpack the aspects of students’ logic that resemble psychological 

notions of internal motivation while also paying careful attention to the layers of context 

within which they are embedded. This conceptual contribution theorizes a broader view 

of how to identify “motivated” and “successful” students as well as points out how to 

better reward students in ways that more equitably represent multiple types of success 

behaviors. This study demonstrated areas of growth, strategies that could support student 

success for students of different types, and ideas for improving third party scholarship 

policies and practices. This study serves as a model for other institutions to conduct 
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similar research on their own third party scholarship processes and to encourage third 

party scholarship providers to continue to support access and opportunity for what would 

otherwise be a “reservoir of wasted talent.”  The guidelines provided for how to 

encourage students across the Third Party Scholarship Recipient Typology to apply for 

more scholarship opportunities assists practitioners to increase opportunity and motivates 

third party scholarship donors to set eligibility criteria in a way that what will cease to 

perpetuate inequality.  
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT EMAIL  

 

Subject: Questions about your scholarship experience  

 

Dear [name], 

 

You are receiving this email because you have received at least one third party 

scholarship towards your UA educational expenses. I would like to invite you to be a 

participant in a study about students who have received third party scholarships and the 

elements of their life that have contributed to their success. 

 

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at the University 

of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it acceptable, according to applicable 

state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and 

welfare of participants in research.   

 

Please review the attached Informed Consent.   

 

If you are willing to participate in this study, I would like to interview you for about 45 

minutes at a place and time convenient for you. Everything you tell me will be kept 

completely confidential and your participation is completely voluntary. Your 

participation will not jeopardize your grades or enrollment. 

 

Please email me at rsalcedo@email.arizona.edu or call at 520-621-4717 to set up an 

interview time and location.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

Rebekah Salcedo  

Ph.D. Candidate, Center for the Study of Higher Education  

University of Arizona  

520-621-4717 

rsalcedo@email.arizona.edu  

 

 

 

mailto:rsalcedo@email.arizona.edu
mailto:rsalcedo@email.arizona.edu
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APPENDIX B: PRE-INTERVIEW SURVEY   

Gender 

Year in College 

Discipline/Major  

HS GPA 

UA GPA (if applicable)  

Are you the first in your immediate family to attend college? 

Has anyone from your family ever received welfare or other need-based benefit (i.e. food 

stamps)?  

Any other information you believe might be pertinent to this research study on third party 

scholarships?  

 

Name ______________________________________________ 

Contact Information ___________________________________ 

 

List the scholarships you have received  

Scholarship Name Amount Awarded  Time spent on application         Renewable  
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Please describe your family background 

Please describe your neighborhood (neighborhoods if you grew up in multiple locations) 

What are your parents’ jobs?  

- -     -  

To the best of your understanding, can you explain the financial aid and scholarships you 

are receiving to attend this university? 

I’d like to talk specifically about your scholarships. How did you learn about outside 

scholarships?  

What made you decide to apply for outside scholarships? 

How early did you start applying? 

Before you started applying, did you think you were going to earn scholarships? Did you 

think it was possible? Who or what was it that you think had an influence on your 

thinking? 

What was involved in the application process? 

Did you have someone that helped you with the scholarship process? Editing etc. 

What motivated you to start/continue/finish the process? How many scholarships did you 

apply to and how confident were you that you would get one?  

- -     -  

What aspects of your parents/family life have affected your own ideas about your future, 

your motivation, and your actions related to going to college?  

What aspects of your neighborhood and people in your neighborhood have affected your 

own ideas about your future, your motivation, and your actions related to going to 

college?  

What aspects of your school and people within your school have affected your own ideas 

about your future, your motivation, and your actions related to going to college?  

What do you think has the most influence on your success and why? 

Who has had the most influence on your success and why?  
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Without these aspects (people) do you think you would have been able to earn 

scholarships? Why or why not?  

What motivated you the most about applying for scholarships and why?  

- -     -  

What kind of students do you think get the most scholarship money? 

Why do you think YOU got scholarships while other students did not?  

Compared to (apart from) the work others put in to help you, how many hours did you 

invest in applying for scholarships? 

Do you think there are a lot of scholarships out there? Why or why not?  

What advice would you give to a student who is searching and applying for scholarships?  

What would you say to a student that says they are not eligible for any scholarships?  
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