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Doing the Right Thing: Race and Parental
Locus of Responsibility for Funding College

Lala Carr Steelman
University of South Carolina

Brian Powell
Indiana University

Although racial variations in endorsement of social welfare have been
studied, the more specific linkage to governmental involvement in higher
education has not been established. Using data from High School and
Beyond and the National Educational Longitudinal Study-1988, the
authors compare the responses of minority versus White parents to
questions regarding where parents locate the responsibility for funding
college (parent, student, or government), whether they favor specific
governmental funding strategies, and whether they have saved for their
children’s education. Although racial variations are modest, minority
parents not only are more receptive to governmental involvement than
are White parents, but are more likely to place the financial burden on
themselves. These findings suggest that support for governmental aid for
higher education transcends pure self-interest and corresponds more
closely with a minority-status argument. Once background characteristics
are held constant, minority parents make at least as much if not more of
an effort to save as do their White counterparts. Most important, these
results debunk the myths that minority parents lack responsibility for
their offspring, at least with respect to educational investment, and that a
group’s endorsement of collective welfare is incompatible with its
assumption of individual responsibility.

lthough minority groups in the

United States have made epi-

sodic headway with respect to
educational attainment, they still encoun-
ter obstacles to higher education. Among
many explanations of these barriers is
the view, held in some academic and
public circles, that the fault lies partly
with the minority family. Critiquing the
literature, Staples and Mirande (1980)
highlighted the frequent use of unflatter-
ing stereotypes to depict the minority
family, evidenced by such pejorative
terms as pathological, unstable, and
dysfunctional. This “deficit model” is
applied particularly to the African Amer-
ican family (Nobles 1989). Sometimes
minority parents are depicted as overly
dependent on the government and corre-
spondingly lacking a sense of responsi-
bility for their children. These character-
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izations leave the impression that
minority families are either uncommit-
ted to the future of or unable to assist
their children, thus impeding their prog-
eny’s educational, as well as occupa-
tional, advancement.

Other scholars offer a more tempered
account of the minority family that
contends that under similar socioeco-
nomic conditions, the values and behav-
iors of minority families resemble those
of White families (Wilson 1980). In-
deed, an impressive array of data
challenges the pathological version of
the minority family. For example, some
research in sociology of education and
in the status attainment tradition has
found that when factors, such as socio-
economic background, are taken into
account, educational aspirations of mi-
nority youths and their parents match
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or surpass those of their White counter-
parts (Hauser and Anderson 1991; Kerck-
hoff and Campbell 1977; Mikelson
1990; Wolfle 1985). Other reviews have
arrived at different conclusions about
whether the pathological-disorganiza-
tion or resilient-adaptive perspective
dominates the social scientific litera-
ture (Nobles 1989; Taylor, Chatters,
Tucker, and Lewis 1990). Regardless of
the state of the scholarly literature,
prevailing public opinion throughout
part or most of this country is that
minority families are less committed to
their children than are White families.

Given the tone of the debate, it is
curious that little is known about the
manner in which minority as compared
to White families express support for
their offspring, particularly with regard
to their educational endeavors. In the
study presented here, our objective was
to explore racial-ethnic cleavages in
parental attitudes and behavior with
respect to funding higher education.?
We first evaluated whether parents
locate responsibility for collegiate financ-
ing on parents themselves, the student,
or the government. We then examined
attitudes toward the appropriateness of
specific governmental student-aid strat-
egies. Finally, we checked for racial
variation in the likelihood and amount
of savings set aside for offspring’s
education. In doing so, our work con-
tributes to understanding racial differ-
ences in the intergenerational support
of family members and builds on the
already expanding body of information
on racial differences in advocacy for
social welfare spending. Our approach
also allowed us to see to what extent, if
any, a group’s support for social wel-
fare, in this case educational funding,
is at odds with parental investment in
children.

! In this article, we use the terms race and
race-ethnicity interchangeably to indicate
five categories: African American, Asian
American, Hispanic, White, and other (which
includes mainly Native Americans). Al-
though Hispanics may identify their race as
White or Black, our research considers His-
panics (both White and Black) a separate

group.
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THEORETICAL AND
EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND

In our study, we asked four questions:

1. How do parents from different ra-
cial-ethnic groups vary in the degree to
which they see themselves, the student,
or the government as chiefly responsible
for funding higher education?

2. How do parents from different ra-
cial-ethnic groups vary in their advocacy
of specific governmental programs to
facilitate enrollment and continuation in
college?

3. How do parents from different ra-
cial-ethnic groups vary in the extent to
which they actually save or plan to save
for their children’s education?

4. Are these racial differences primar-
ily a function of socioeconomic back-
ground?

These questions were motivated by
scholarly concerns in three broad areas:
racial differences in support for social
welfare programs, expenditures for col-
lege as a special form of social welfare,
and racial differences in parental sav-
ings behavior. These areas are discussed
next.

Support for Social Welfare Programs

Although perhaps not immediately
apparent to some, public funding for
higher education represents one form of
social welfare. State and federal govern-
ments can subsidize college attendance
in two ways: by providing (1) aid to
colleges, which, in turn, deflates the cost
to all students, and (2) direct aid to
students, in the form of loans, work-
study programs, and grants, which cov-
ers the costs for specific students (Clot-
felter, Ehrenberg, Getz, and Siegfried
1991).2 We focus on the latter.

If and how race affects beliefs about

2 Although the literature on racial differ-
ences in parental views toward funding
college is limited, the literature on higher
education student-aid policy and governmen-
tal subsidization of universities and colleges
is voluminous. Excellent examples of this
literature include Clotfelter et al. (1991),
Hansen and Stampen (1989), Hauptman
(1990), Leslie and Brinkman (1988), and
McPheérson and Schapiro (1991).
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the government’s role in funding higher
education remain unsettled; however,
previous studies have looked at the
relationship between race and attitudes
toward other dimensions of welfare.
Thus, we begin by examining insights
from these inquiries.

Within the past 10 years, a debate
among social scientists has underscored
the resurgence of the significance of
race, or what has been coined “‘racializa-
tion” in American life (Hasenfeld and
Rafferty 1989; Huckfeldt and Kohfeld
1989; Kluegel and Smith 1986; Schu-
man, Steeh, and Bobo 1983; Thomas and
Hughes 1986). Attitudes regarding social
welfare expenditures represent one area
in which racial differences are pivotal.
Although Whites typically remain suspi-
cious of or even hostile to social welfare
programs, especially those aimed at
reducing inequality (Bobo 1988; Feagin
1975; Jackman and Muha 1984; Kluegel
1990), African Americans and, to a
lesser extent, Hispanics are more recep-
tive. ’

Two explanations have been advanced
for the hesitancy of Whites to endorse
social welfare, in contrast to the greater
receptivity of minorities. One school of
thought posits that the acceptance of
governmental welfare programs stems
from self-interest: Individuals who stand
to gain from such programs more readily
favor them. According to this perspec-
tive, vulnerable or ‘“underdog” groups,
such as racial minorities, as well as the
young and women, are motivated to
back social welfare programs more than
are their counterparts.

Central to this “vested-interest” expla-
nation is that social-class membership
determines who supports social welfare.
Accordingly, racial differences should
mirror socioeconomic ones. This expla-
nation, however, has received contradic-
tory support. Studies have shown that
individuals can harbor beliefs that objec-
tively clash with their vested interests
(Kinder and Kiewet 1981; Sears and Lau
1983). For example, the relatively weak
predictive power of income in estimat-
ing receptivity to social welfare under-
cuts the vested-interest argument (Form
and Hanson 1985; Hasenfeld and Raf-
ferty 1989; Inglehart 1990). In addition,
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if the vested-interest argument were
correct, an inverse relationship between
educational level and acceptance of
social welfare would be anticipated.
Some research has supported this con-
tention. Jackman and Muha (1984), for
example, presented evidence that the
seeming liberalism of the highly edu-
cated belies their true conservatism, as
indicated by their opposition to specific
policies to remedy inequality. Others,
however, have disagreed, finding that
education enlightens its subscribers to
the plight of the disadvantaged and
heightens compassion toward such
groups (Hyman and Wright 1979; Mc-
Closkey and Brill 1983; Sullivan, Piere-
son, and Marcus 1982). In general, al-
though the impact of race shows greater
consistency, the modest or contradictory
effects of income and education on
receptivity toward social welfare chal-
lenge the vested-interest interpretation.

Another explanation that has been
invoked to account for racial polariza-
tion in receptivity to social welfare is,
put simply, that individuals identify
with the generalized experiences of the
groups to which they belong and re-
spond accordingly. Implicit in this line
of reasoning is that minority group
members, regardless of whether they
experienced difficulties directly, closely
identify and sympathize with the trou-
bles that afflict their fellow members
(Hasenfeld and Rafferty 1989). This could
be called a “‘group-identification” expla-
nation. An individual’s image of whether
the allocation of resources is equitable
filters through the collective standing of
his or her group and does not merely
reflect the social class to which the
person belongs. Since people tend to
interact in racially homogeneous circles,
we expect that minorities are exposed
more often than are Whites to others
who have endured economic and other
hardships (Blau 1977). Indeed, Black-
well (1985) contended that the strong
ties that upwardly mobile Blacks retain
with extended kin, the church, and the
Black community continue to fuel their
liberal political views. Moreover, the
immediate historical profile of minority

-group members and of their friends and

families involves greater deprivation than
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is ordinarily the case for Whites, which
further sensitizes minorities to social
inequities. If the group-identification
interpretation has merit, then even pros-
perous minority group members should
favor more vigorous governmental in-
volvement in human welfare. Similarly,
even impoverished Whites, as members
of the more privileged racial group,
should resist collective policies. Quali-
fied support for the group-identification
explanation exists. For example, Hasen-
feld and Rafferty (1989) showed a link
between race and overall support for
welfare, even after adjusting for income
and education. In their analysis of trends
in racial attitudes, Schuman, Steeh, and
Bobo (1989) demonstrated strong Black
support for governmental intervention,
regardless of socioeconomic background,
and posited that this support is rooted in
African Americans’ collective experi-
ences.

In assessing the impact of race, educa-
tion, and income on views of particular
welfare programs, in this case public
funding of higher education, we can
weigh the relative merits of these expla-
nations. If racial differences in attitudes
are attenuated considerably upon con-
trolling for education and income, then
the vested-interest perspective would
gain support. In contrast, if racial differ-
ences in attitudes persist, then the
“group-identification” explanation would
gain credibility.

Despite the ongoing and burgeoning
interest in this topic, most researchers
have restricted their analyses to a simple
Black-White comparison. Perhaps owing
to data constraints, researchers have
neglected other prominent racial-ethnic
groups, such as Hispanics and Asian
Americans. Black-White comparisons
may have elicited greater academic curi-
osity because of the continuing discrim-
ination against African Americans and
the more public polarization of these
two groups. And, at least until recently,
African Americans were the most siz-
able and salient minority group for
public policy. Nevertheless, the steady
migration streams from Asia and Central
and South America, the comparatively
high fertility rate of Hispanics, and the
forecasted increase in the proportion of
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Asian Americans and Hispanics in the
populace make this gap less defensible.

Expenditures for College

Although studies routinely find racial
discordance over the acceptance of so-
cial welfare programs in general, ques-
tions about support for specific pro-
grams remain unanswered. A case in
point is the funding of higher education,
particularly student aid programs. Al-
though studies on attitudes toward wel-
fare periodically include educational
programs as one component of aggregate
scales (Gilliam and Whitby 1989), this
strategy prevents one from checking for
the possibility that views about educa-
tional and other social programs, as well
as the correlates of these views, differ.
These views may differ for four reasons.

First, whereas some social welfare
programs provide a safety net only for
basic subsistence (for example, food
stamps and Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children, AFDC), educational aid
for college may help jettison individuals
out of lifetime poverty. Educational in-
vestments may be envisaged as a way for
youths to advance their long-range pros-
pects, whereas other social expenditures
may be viewed as fostering dependence.
Most Americans believe that the most
efficacious way to better one’s lot is to
acquire more educational credentials
(Kluegel and Smith 1986). Thus, educa-
tional investments may be seen as ““safer.”
Moreover, just as individuals may not
view tax breaks for the wealthy as
welfare (but equate welfare with such
programs as AFDC), they may not auto-
matically identify educational support
as a form of social welfare. Therefore,
those who typically oppose social wel-
fare may be less antagonistic toward
educational programs.

Looking at the impact of race on
attitudes toward governmental support
for education poses an interesting test
case. Previous research has shown that
Whites relax their intransigence to wel-
fare when asked about policies that are
contributory, such as social security, or
that are related to training, such as job
programs. Noncontributory cash trans-
fers face broad opposition (Hasenfeld
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and Rafferty 1989). It will be instructive
to see what happens with respect to a
mixed bag, such as educational expendi-
tures. On the one hand, these programs
are not contributory; on the other hand,
they sponsor activities that entail at least
some preparation for employment.

Second, shifts in the marketplace may
have readied the public for greater accep-
tance of governmental support for higher
education. Throughout most of this cen-
tury, the view that elementary and
secondary education should be publicly
subsidized has been a given. Shifts in
the labor market, however, may have
rendered the high school diploma obso-
lete with respect to personal prosperity
and societal needs. The 1980s witnessed
a resurgence in personal payoffs from
college (Clotfelter et al. 1991; McPher-
son and Schapiro 1991). Consequently,
the public, and especially parents, may
wish to make college more accessible.

Third, in contrast to what is typically
defined as ‘““social welfare,” governmen-
tal support of postsecondary education
may disproportionately benefit White
families. Because White children are
more likely to attend college (National
Center for Education Statistics 1992),
White parents may be more favorably
disposed to greater governmental aid for
students, especially since existing aid
packages have not offset the spiraling
costs of college (Hansen and Stampen
1989; Hauptman 1990).

Fourth, although individualistic senti-
ments may stall support for some forms
of social welfare, their linkage to educa-
tional expenditures is less clear. Resis-
tance to most welfare expenditures orig-
inates, in part, from what Huber and
Form (1973) called the ‘“dominant ideol-
ogy,” in which individuals see them-
selves and others as being in control of
their own destinies, for both success and
failure. The unwavering individualism
inherent in the dominant ideology, by
emphasizing personal responsibility, is
inextricably tied to resistance to govern-
mental intervention.

From the standpoint of individualism,
it is easy to conceive of young, depen-
dent children’s welfare as the sole re-
sponsibility of parents. Therefore, it is
not surprising that social welfare pro-
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grams, such as food stamps and AFDC,
meet strong resistance, since parental
recipients are seen as failing in their
duty to their progeny. Yet, the most
literal interpretation of an individualis-
tic position would have young children
fending for their own food and shel-
ter—a proposition that even staunch
advocates would dismiss.

Assisting college students is a differ-
ent matter. Consider how complex this
issue is. The responsibility of paying for
college can fall on the shoulders of the
student, the parent, or the state. More-
over, American children experience no
clear-cut rites of passage that place them
in adult status. Thus, it is not altogether
clear whether advocating parental sup-
port to college-aged youths should be
categorized as an individualistic posi-
tion. Surely, the most ardent individual-
ists would have students take charge of
their own financing. At the other end of
the continuum, those with a collectivist
orientation would sanction governmen-
tal sponsorship. Parental responsibility
lies somewhere in between. Where re-
sponsibility is placed provides a barom-
eter of the degree to which parents have
collectivist versus individualist lean-
ings.

Thus, the nature of the relationship
between race and attitudes toward gov-
ernmental involvement in funding higher
education may be complicated—much
more so than would be the case for
attitudes toward other social welfare
programs. Several possibilities arise.
Since education may be viewed as a
qualitatively different type of collective
investment, racial variation may not
occur. Alternatively, despite the unique
appeal of education, the individualist
ideology may be so tenacious among
Whites that acceptance of governmental
involvement will still splinter along
racial lines. Finally, because responsibil-
ity for funding college may be placed on
children, parents, or the government,
White parents may resist collective strat-
egies, yet not view it as their duty. In
contrast, minority parents may favor
governmental assistance but simulta-
neously endorse parental involvement.
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Parental Savings Behavior

It is perhaps all too often assumed that
groups who favor welfare initiatives are
also those who abdicate responsibility
for themselves or their families. This
notion certainly goes to the heart of the
public policy debate that has taken place
over the past 30 years (Nobles 1989).
Consequently, whether White and minor-
ity parents vary in the extent to which
they save money for their children’s
education is an intriguing issue.

This issue not only interests public
policy analysts, it also taps into some
fundamental ideas embodied in the sta-
tus attainment and human capital mod-
els of educational success. Although the
explicit mechanisms for achieving edu-
cational success may vary, both models
stress the prominent role of the family in
promoting or diluting a child’s educa-
tional and economic prospects (Becker
1964; Blau and Duncan 1967). Compli-
cated formulas have been developed to
figure how much parents can realisti-
cally contribute, but less attention has
been devoted to the predictors of paren-
tal sponsorship of education (McPher-
son and Schapiro 1991; Steelman and
Powell 1989, 1991; Taubman and Behr-
man 1986). This failure to analyze paren-
tal support is disquieting because inade-
quate finances preclude attendance at
and, for those who matriculate, continu-
ation in and graduation from college
(Steelman and Powell 1989). Fewer still
have looked at racial variations in paren-
tal sponsorship (Goldscheider and Gold-
scheider 1991). As a result, we do not
know if and how parental investments
vary by race.

Several rival expectations are plausi-
ble. First, racial minorities may be more
willing investors in their children’s edu-
cation because the college degree may be
seen as the ticket out of impoverishment
or the primary means to escape discrim-
ination (Mickelson 1990). Indeed, the
Black community’s faith in the liberat-
ing role of education has been voiced
since the Reconstruction era (Anderson
1988). On the basis of this reasoning,
minority parents are more likely to save
than are White parents with comparable
backgrounds (similar resource pools, ed-
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ucation, and so forth). Second, certain
minority groups may behave more altru-
istically than may Whites to promote
their children. Some proponents of the
human capital argument avow that ra-
cial and ethnic groups vary in their
“tastes” for investments in “child qual-
ity,” especially in education (Chiswick
1988). Coleman (1988), for example,
contended that the stunning educational
accomplishments of Asian American
children stem from parental sacrifices.
Third, if minority groups more readily
favor governmental support of educa-
tional endeavors, they may save less for
their children’s future. This assumption,
echoing the portrayal of the minority
family as “irresponsible,” has been used
in the political arena to derail welfare
initiatives. Fourth, racial variation in
savings may merely reflect differences in
social class and background and, there-
fore, may vanish once relevant confound-
ing factors are considered (Goldscheider
and Goldscheider 1991).

DATA AND MEASURES
Data

To investigate racial differences in
parental attitudes toward the funding of
higher education and in their actual
investment in children, we relied primar-
ily on the High School and Beyond
survey (HSB), collected for the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
for our analyses. HSB followed the
educational experiences of a large, mul-
tistage, stratified, cluster sample of high
school students. The first wave of HSB
was administered to nearly 60,000 soph-
omores and seniors in early 1980.3 The
student component of HSB (including
the follow-ups in 1982, 1984, and 1986)
has provided the empirical foundation
of many studies and, arguably, is the
most frequently used data set on the
educational experiences of adolescents.

% Separate analyses of the sophomore and
senior cohorts were conducted. Because we
found no significant cohort differences in the
multinomial logit, ordinary least squares
(OLS), and tobit coefficients, the two groups
were pooled in our study.
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The bulk of our analysis is based on the
parent section of HSB, which has been
investigated less widely. After an approx-
imate 12 percent subsample of the high
school students’ parents was drawn,
parents were surveyed via mail in the
fall of 1980, with a follow-up interview
for nonrespondents, yielding a high
completion rate of 91 percent. This
section contains rich information that
allowed us to monitor both attitudinal
and behavioral components of parental
responsibility in funding college. By
focusing on parents, however, these data
did not allow us to test for attitudes held
by the general population, which presum-
ably would be less receptive to the role
of government in funding higher educa-
tion.

To a lesser extent, we also used the
National Educational Longitudinal Study
of 1988 (NELS). NELS, also collected for
NCES, may eventually eclipse HSB in its
usage by the academic community.
Whereas HSB traces the educational
paths of students beginning in either
their sophomore or senior year, NELS
commences in junior high school (eighth
grade). Thus, NELS allows social scien-
tists to monitor the development of
educational plans from an earlier stage
in the youths’ educational careers. NELS
also differs from HSB because its paren-
tal questionnaire was administered to a
parent or guardian of each student,
resulting in a sample size (over 20,000)
over three times that of HSB. Unfortu-
nately, the NELS questionnaire was not
as comprehensive as was the HSB ques-
tionnaire in asking parents about their
attitudes and behavior regarding funding
for college, although it included informa-
tion on the investments parents have
made in anticipation of their children’s
postsecondary education.

Variables and Analytic Strategy

The metrics, means, and standard
deviations of the dependent variables for
HSB and NELS are presented in Table 1.
We examined three sets of endogenous
variables. The first variable, posed as a
question in HSB but not in NELS, asks:
“Who should have the MAIN responsi-
bility for the cost of education beyond
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high school?”” Because responses are
trichotomous (student’s responsibility,
parent’s responsibility, and state-federal
government’s responsibility), we used
mutinomial logit analysis. By including
four dummy variables, African Ameri-
can, Hispanic, Asian American, and other
(with White as the omitted category), we
initially checked for unadjusted racial
differences.# We then added family in-
come (in 10,000 of dollars)s parental
education (in five categories: less than a
high school degree = 1; high school
degree = 2; some postsecondary educa-
tion = 3; college degree = 4; postbacca-
laureate degree = 5), marital status
(married = 0; not married = 1), parent’s
sex (male = 0; female = 1), and
number of children’ to the model. Con-
sequently, we could see if the insertion
of socioeconomic and familial structure
variables attenuates the impact of race-
ethnicity.

* The racial breakdown for HSB (in percent-
ages) is African American, 10.5; Hispanic,
4.9; Asian American, 1.4; White, 81.7; and
other, 1.7. These figures are weighted be-
cause HSB originally oversampled certain
groups, particularly Hispanics. The weighted
racial composition for NELS is African Amer-
ican, 13.0; Hispanic, 10.1; Asian American,
3.5; White, 70.9; and other, 2.4.

® Income in HSB was calculated by sum-
ming familial “wages, salary, commissions,
or tips from all jobs” and income received
“from working on his/her own business or
farm.” Income in NELS is measured by “total
family income from all sources.” The use of
alternative transformations of income (such
as logged income, which in some cases
increases and in other cases decreases the fit
of the models) does not change the racial
patterns featured in this article. Because
income may vary substantially from year to
year, parents’ reports of their last year’s
income may not fully gauge the typical
financial situation of a family.

8 The parent surveys were completed by a
disproportionate number of mothers (over 60
percent in HSB and over 80 percent in
NELS).

7 Number of children is included in these
models because family size has a direct
bearing on the allocation of economic re-
sources per child and, in turn, influences
parents’ perceptions of their responsibility in
sponsoring their children (Steelman and
Powell 1991).
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Table 1. Descriptions, Means, and Standard Deviations of Measures of Attitudes and
Behaviors with Respect to Funding Higher Education

Variable Descriptions Mean Standard
Deviation
Student’s “Who should have the MAIN responsibility for the cost of 234 423
responsibility education beyond high school?”” (Student = 1, others
=0)
Government’s “Who should have the MAIN responsibility for the cost of 194 .396
responsibility education beyond high school?”” (Government = 1, oth-
ers = 0
Parent’s “Who should have the MAIN responsibility for the cost of 572 495
responsibility education beyond high school?”” (Parent = 1, others =
0)
Aid to all “All high school graduates who want it should receive 2.878 1.087
students financial aid for at least two years’ education after high
school.” (Strongly disagree = 1, disagree = 2, agree =
3, strongly agree = 4)
Aid to “Intelligent students should receive financial aid for school 2.279 1.087
intelligent even if their parents can afford to pay for it.” (Strongly
students disagree = 1, disagree = 2, agree = 3, strongly agree =
4)
Aid to those “Financial aid should only be given to students whose 2.752 1.057
who cannot parents cannot afford to pay for schooling.” (Strongly
afford to pay disagree = 1, disagree = 2, agree = 3, strongly agree =
4)
Aid to minority “A special effort should be made to see that members of 2.532 1.064
groups minority groups receive financial aid for education af-
ter high school.” (Strongly disagree = 1, disagree = 2,
agree = 3, strongly agree = 4
Federal aid: “The federal government should have a national student 2.918 1.010
National loan loan program covering all schooling costs.” (Strongly
program disagree = 1, disagree = 2, agree = 3, strongly agree =
4)
Federal aid: “The federal government should provide financial aid to 3.054 .939
Create jobs colleges to help create jobs for students.” (Strongly dis-
for students agree = 1, disagree = 2, agree = 3, strongly agree = 4)
Federal aid: “The federal government should allow parents to deduct 3.634 .698
Tax deductions tuition expenses from their income tax.” (Strongly dis-
agree = 1, disagree = 2, agree = 3, strongly agree = 4)
Saved (HSB) Parents saved for child’s postsecondary education = 1, .370 .483
parents did not save = 0
Amount of savings  Amount in dollars set aside for child’s postsecondary ed- 1654.91 3495.35
(HSB) ucation
Saved (NELS-88) Parents saved for child’s postsecondary education = 1, 476 499
parents did not save = 0
Amount of savings  Amount in dollars set aside for child’s postsecondary ed- 2822.14 5099.94
(NELS-88) ucation
Expected savings Amount in dollars expected to set aside for child’s post- 4845.21 6568.98
(NELS-88) secondary education

The aforementioned dependent vari-
able taps parental attitudes, explicitly
comparing the role of parents, students,
and the government in funding college;
nevertheless, the placement of the pri-
mary financial obligation on parents or
students does not necessarily imply
blanket opposition to governmental aid.
Thus, the second set of dependent vari-
ables, also from HSB, focuses on the
degree to which parents endorse govern-
mental sponsorship of student-aid pro-
grams, regardless of where they locate

the main responsibility for funding col-
lege. These items gauge whether parents
support aid to all students (“All high
school graduates who want it should
receive financial aid for at least two
years’ education after high school”),
intelligent students (‘“Intelligent stu-
dents should receive financial aid for
school even if their parents can afford to
pay for it”), those who cannot pay for
college (“Financial aid should only be
given to students whose parents cannot
afford to pay for schooling”), and minor-
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ity students (“A special effort should be
made to see that members of minority
groups receive financial aid for educa-
tion after high school”).

The question regarding aid to minority
students is particularly timely. The link
among race, college education, and so-
cial welfare policies has been brought to
the forefront, as evidenced by the U.S.
Department of Education’s ruling several
years ago to rescind federal support from
colleges that targeted funds to specific
minority groups, the outcry in response
to this decision, and the reversal of the
decision.

Three other items in this cluster of
questions measure the extent to which
parents sanction specific federal pro-
grams: “The federal government should
have a national student loan program
covering all schooling costs,” “the fed-
eral government should provide finan-
cial aid to colleges to help create jobs for
students,” and “the federal government
should allow parents to deduct tuition
expenses from their federal income tax.”
Responses range from strongly disagree
(coded 1) to strongly agree (coded 4). To
estimate the level of approval of these
programs, we used OLS regression in
two models: the first with race-ethnicity
only and the second with the previously
mentioned background characteristics
added.?

Whereas the first two sets of endoge-
nous variables capture parental atti-
tudes, the third measures prior and
anticipated behavior by parents. Two
questions from HSB were used: “Did
you or your spouse do anything specific
in order to have some money for this
child’s education after high school?”
and “About how much money did you
set aside for your son’s/daughter’s future
educational needs?”’ (measured in six
categories and scaled in dollars at the
midpoints of the categories). Supplemen-
tary analyses from NELS are based on
three questions. The wording of the first
two questions is essentially the same as
the wording in HSB, except that these
questions were restricted to parents who
expected their children in eighth grade

8The use of ordinal logistic regression
models yielded virtually identical patterns.
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to “go on to additional education be-
yond high school.”® The third question,
on anticipated savings, asks ‘“About how
much money do you expect to have set
aside for your eighth grader’s future
education by the time he or she finishes
high school?” (also scaled in dollars at
the median of each category).

Logistic regression was used to deter-
mine racial differences in whether par-
ents saved for their child’s education.
Tobit (censored regression) models were
used to assess racial variations in the
amount parents saved or planned to save
(Maddala 1983; Tobin 1958). Because
there was a large number of observations
at zero dollars, tobit models were used
in lieu of OLS to correct for these floor
effects.1® We first tested for unadjusted
racial differences in savings behavior
and then ascertained whether this gap
endures upon the introduction of famil-
ial resources and structure (family in-
come, marital status of parent, and
number of children), parental character-
istics (parental education and sex of
parent), and traits of the youth (sex and
performance on a standardized test con-
structed by the Educational Testing Ser-
vice).11

The following caveats regarding this
analysis should be noted.

1. Our analysis restricted cases to those
who provided full information, and there
was a fairly high nonresponse to certain

9 Approximately 90 percent of the parents
in NELS expected their children to seek
education beyond high school. This expecta-
tion is unduly optimistic, given the high
dropout rate and the relatively low percent-
age of high school graduates who ultimately
matriculate in postsecondary schools.

10 Supplementary analyses using OLS re-
gression to estimate racial differences in the
amount of savings yielded findings compara-
ble to those presented here.

™ According to human capital theory, par-
ents’ investments in their children will be
dictated, in part, by “endowments” of the
child, that is, qualities that may increase the
chance of a greater economic return on
parental investments. Although evidence sup-
porting this contention is weak or inconsis-
tent (Steelman and Powell 1991), we incor-
porated two traits of the child, sex and
academic performance, into the savings mod-
els.
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items, such as family income. This level
of nonresponse is in line with other stud-
ies of HSB, NELS, and comparable na-
tional data sets, such as the National Lon-
gitudinal Survey of the Class of 1972 (see,
for example, Downey and Powell 1993;
Milne, Myers, Rosenthal, and Ginsburg
1986, Teachman 1987).12

2. For the key dependent variables,
there is some racial variation in nonre-
sponse. For example, for the question of
who should have the main responsibil-
ity for postsecondary educational costs,
Asian Americans were the most likely to
respond (95 percent) and those in the
racial category ‘“‘other” were the least
likely to respond (80 percent), with
African Americans (82 percent), Hispan-
ics (82 percent), and Whites (85 percent)
clustered in the middle. It is interesting
that no racial group was consistently
most likely or least likely to respond to
the set of questions on college funding.
For some of these questions, Asian
Americans had the highest response
rate, and for others, White parents did.
For most of the variables, these differ-
ences are insignificant or become smaller
after adjusting for education, income,
and the other background variables.

To check whether racial differences in
attitudes are merely an artifact of racial
differences in nonresponse, we con-
ducted several supplementary tests. First,
we included a selection correction for
missing cases (Heckman 1976). In this
model, the likelihood of providing com-
plete information based on race and
socioeconomic background was esti-
mated; these coefficients were then used
to calculate a hazard rate, which then
was included in all subsequent equa-
tions. The inclusion of this correction
does not change the patterns discussed
in this article. Even if there were notably
different findings, we would be hesitant
to accept those findings over the ones
presented here, given the convincing
criticisms of these selection corrections
(Stolzenberg and Relles 1990). Second,

2 Whereas the multivariate models in this
article use listwise deletion techniques, the
use of mean substitution and pairwise dele-
tion, when applicable, does not alter our
main findings.
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we compared the amount of racial differ-
ence in nonresponse and the amount of
racial difference in each dependent vari-
able. For most dependent variables, the
degree of racial difference in the depen-
dent variables is more pronounced than
the racial difference in nonresponse. For
example, regarding the item “All high
school graduates who want it should
receive financial aid for education for at
least two years’ education after high
school,” the difference in the percentage
of White and African American parents
who strongly agreed with this statement
(26.6 versus 44.4, respectively) is consid-
erably greater than the difference in
nonresponse (4.2 versus 1.6 for White
and African Americans, respectively). In
other words, the racial differences re-
ported here do not appear simply to
mirror racial differences in nonresponse.

3. The questions on parental savings
are based on self-reports, which are
often biased when compared to objective
data. This problem may be exacerbated
if race or socioeconomic status is linked
to differential bias. Given these three
reservations, one should be cautious in
interpreting the patterns described next.

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the multinomial lo-
gistic regression estimates for where
parents assign the main responsibility
for funding college. Three sets of equa-
tions comparing government to student
responsibility are displayed. The third
set of logistic coefficients is easily calcu-
lated by subtracting the second set from
the first (for example, the coefficient for
African Americans: 1.292 — .794 =
.498). African American, Hispanic, and
Asian American parents are more likely
than are White parents to attribute re-
sponsibility to the government (versus
the student and parent) and to the parent
(versus the student). Although its effect
is not huge, race has a stronger influence
on this dependent variable than do any
of the socioeconomic variables, includ-
ing parental education and income. More-
over, the racial differences persist when
parental education, marital status, sex of
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Table 2. Multinomial Logit Regression Estimates (Standard Errors in Parentheses) of
Responsibility for Funding College on Race-Ethnicity and Background Characteris-

tics (N = 4,519)

Government’s Government’s Parent’s
Responsibility vs. Responsibility vs. Responsibility vs.
Student’s Parent’s Student’s
Variable Responsibility Responsibility Responsibility
African American 1.292%** 1.340*** 794%** 490*** 498*** .850***
(-153) (.163) (-110) (.119) (.142) (-151)
Hispanic 1.068*** 1.139*** 545%** 282* 523*** .856***
(.160) (.167) (.118) (.123) (.144) (.151)
Asian American 1.015* 1.054* .189 107 .826* .947*
(-441) (.445) (.304) (.310) (.388) (.394)
Other .345 475 .184 021 161 455
(.335) (.340) (.274) (.277) (.278) (.287)
Family income —-.011 —.064*** .053***
(10,000s of dollars) (.019) (.016) (.013)
Parental education -.025 —.192%** 167%**
(.046) (.038) (.037)
Unmarried parent A436*** 446*** -.011
(.126) (.104) (.109)
Mother —.295** -.198* -.097
(.102) (.087) (.082)
Number of children —.096%** L052** —.147%**
(.021) (.019) (.018)
Intercept —.402 .076 -1.229 —.592 .827 .668
Log-likelihood 8724 8500
* p < .05.
**p < 01,
**% p < 001

parent, number of children, and familial
income are controlled.?3

A more concrete view of the conse-
quences of race-ethnicity is presented in
Table 3, which displays the estimated
probabilities of the three different choices
of responsibility by race-ethnicity. These
probabilities, transformed from the multi-
nomial logit coefficients from Table 2,
were calculated by adjusting the inter-
cept to reflect the mean values of the
other background variables. Several pat-
terns are salient. First, regardless of
group, the modal response is that par-
ents have the main obligation for fund-
ing education. Second, of all racial-

'3 In additional analyses for Table 3, we
included interaction terms between race and
income. The interaction effects were not
significant, suggesting.that the effect of race
does not vary by income level and the effect
of income does not vary by racial group.
Similarly, the inclusion of interaction terms
between race and education and between
marital status and sex does not result in a
marked improvement in the fit of our mod-
els.

ethnic groups, Asian Americans are the
most likely to place responsibility on
parents. Third, in contrast to the other
groups, Whites are the least likely to see
government as the primary source of
funding, but they also are the least likely
to identify themselves as financially
responsible and the most likely (over
twice as likely as African Americans,
Asian Americans, and Hispanics) to
view students as chiefly accountable for
funding education. Fourth, the re-
sponses of Hispanic and African Ameri-
can parents correspond more closely
with those of Asian American than with
White parents. In other words, when not
placing responsibility for funding educa-
tion on themselves, minority parents
deflect it onto the government, whereas
White parents shift the burden to stu-
dents.

Table 4 provides further confirmation
that racial groups vary in their endorse-
ment of governmental aid to students.
The first column indicates that African
American, Hispanic, and Asian Ameri-
can parents are considerably more apt
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Table 3. Estimated Adjusted Probabilities of Parent’s, Student’s, and Government’s Respon-
sibility, by Race-Ethnicity (N = 4,519)*

Government’s

Parent’s Student’s
Racial-Ethnic Group Responsibility Responsibility Responsibility
African American .591 116 294
Hispanic .625 122 .253
Asian American .658 118 223
White .568 .260 173
Other 624 .182 194

@ Probabilities adjusted by setting family income, parental education, marital status, parent’s sex, and
number of children at the mean. Because probabilities are rounded, the sum of parent’s, student’s, and
government’s responsibility for each racial-ethnic group may not equal exactly 1.00.

than are their White counterparts to
approve governmental aid to all college
students. This racial-ethnic difference
endures even when family background
and other characteristics are controlled
(see second column).

The remainder of Table 4 generally
“parallels the patterns just discussed. The
effect of race on approval of different
forms of governmental aid to students is
the most consistent of all variables
included in the model. Overall, com-
pared to White parents, minority parents
are less antagonistic to governmental
programs, irrespective of whether the
programs are geared to all students,

intelligent students, those who cannot
afford college (the coefficient for Asian
Americans is in the same direction as
the coefficients for African Americans
and Hispanics and even exceeds the
coefficient for African Americans, but is
not significantly different from the coef-
ficient for White parents), or minority
students. These racial-ethnic differences
remain firm even with the inclusion of
socioeconomic and other background
characteristics. In some cases, the net
effect of these variables on the racial-
ethnic coefficients is trivial. For exam-
ple, in estimating views on college aid to
minority groups, we found that the

Table 4. OLS Regression Coefficients (Standard Errors in Parentheses) of Attitudes toward
Financial Aid on Race-Ethnicity and Background Characteristics (N = 3,942)

Aid to
Aid to Those Who Aid to
Aid to All Intelligent Cannot Afford Minority
Characteristics Students Students to Pay Groups
African American B27***  527***  140* 175%* .332%**  184**  1,190*** 1.099***
(.056) (.058)  (.057) (.059) (.055) (.056)  (.051) (.053)
Hispanic A497**%*  371%** 340%**  371*** 472***  313*** 1,101*** 1,053***
(.057) (057)  (.058) (.059) (.056) (.056)  (.052) (.052)
Asian American 452** 435** B73***  §76*** 230 .188 B60***  682***
(-139) (137)  (.143) (.142) (.137) (134)  (.126) (-125)
Other 314** .270* .324** .335** —.052 —.143 .301** .251*
(.125) (117)  (121) (121) (117) (115)  (.108) (-107)
Family income —.001 .007 —.013*** -.002
(10,000s of dollars) (.004) (.004) (.004) (.003)
Parental education —.158*** .043** —.169*** -.015
(.016) (.016) (.015) (.014)
Unmarried parent .038 —-.057 201 %** .071
(.046) (.048) (.045) (.042)
Mother 125%** -.028 —.014 155%**
(.036) (.037) (.035) (.033)
Number of children .003 .017* .015 027%**
(.008) (.008) (.008) (.007)
Intercept 2.752 3.115 2.214 2.043 2.669 3.127 2.286 2.163
R? .047 .082 .016 .021 .024 .075 .189 .200

*%*

* p < .05.
**p<0
* p <.001



Doing the Right Thing

addition of socioeconomic and back-
ground variables slightly reduces the
strength of the regression coefficient for
African Americans (from 1.190 to 1.099)
and Hispanics (from 1.101 to 1.053) and
minimally increases the coefficient for
Asian Americans (from .660 to .682).

Table 5 displays the regression esti-
mates for approval of three forms of fed-
eral assistance to college students and
their families: a national loan program,
federal aid to provide jobs for students,
and tax deductions to parents of college
students. Although White parents are
more likely than are minority parents to
believe that students have the main re-
sponsibility for funding their own edu-
cation, they also are more likely to reject
the ideas of federally generated jobs for
students and of loan programs, which ul-
timately place financial responsibility on
the youths. And although White families
are slightly less likely to believe that par-
ents (and the government) should be held
responsible for their children’s educa-
tion, they are as likely as, or in some cases
more likely than, minority groups to en-
dorse governmental assistance to parents
in the form of tax credits.

Although the focus of this article is on
racial differences, the influence of other
variables merits note. It is interesting
that higher levels of parental education
are associated with less acceptance of
federal aid in the form of loans and jobs
for students. Conceivably, highly edu-
cated parents subscribe to the view that
students should not be distracted by
outside responsibilities, such as work-
ing; however, they do not believe that
aid should be provided to all students or
to those who cannot afford a college
education. The only programs for which
higher levels of education increase ap-
proval are aid to intelligent students and
tax deductions to parents. These find-
ings parallel Jackman and Muha’s argu-
ment (1984) that education is not neces-
sarily a liberalizing force, ironically
even with respect to attitudes toward
funding higher education. Rather, sup-
port (or at least the absence of disap-
proval) of “liberal” programs by highly
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educated groups occurs only when the
educated or their progeny also bene-
fit.14

As for the other background character-
istics, the effect of income does not
approximate the effect of race-ethnicity.
In fact, the effect of income is insubstan-
tial for over half these attitudinal mea-
sures (aid to all students, aid to intelli-
gent students, aid to minority groups,
and federal aid to develop a national
loan program). Similarly, the effects of
number of children and marital status
are insignificant for four of the seven
items. Women are more likely than are
men to favor aid to all students; special
programs geared to providing support to
minority students; and federal plans to
establish loans, jobs for students, and tax
credits. Nevertheless, except for the
approval of tax credits, the effects of sex
are smaller than are those of race.

If racial-ethnic groups’ views of their
own responsibility to fund their chil-
dren’s college education and their ap-
proval of different governmental pro-
grams to facilitate college attendance
vary, do these groups also differ in their
actual financial sponsorship of their
children’s postsecondary education? Be-
fore we answer this question, the reader
should be reminded that self-reports of
financial matters may be unreliable and
that over- or underreporting of parental
savings may be linked to socioeconomic
background. Moreover, given the norm
that parents should be primarily respon-
sible for the costs of college, self-reports
of savings may be inflated.

* Auxiliary analyses also found that the
effect of educational aspirations on attitudes
toward governmental sponsorship of higher
education is not nearly as consistent as the
effect of race. Of the seven types of govern-
mental aid mentioned in Tables 4 and 5,
educational aspirations are significantly and
positively associated with advocacy for three
(loans, tax deductions, and aid to intelligent
students) and are significantly and negatively
related to one (support for minority stu-
dents). In none of these cases does the
relative effect of educational aspirations ex-
ceed that of race. Nor does the inclusion of
educational aspirations in the models notice-
ably change the strength of the coefficients
for race.
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Table 5. OLS Regression Coefficients (Standard Errors in Parentheses) of Attitudes toward
Federal Programs on Race-Ethnicity and Background Characteristics (N = 3,942)

Federal Aid: Federal Aid:
National Loan Create Jobs Federal Aid:
Characteristics Program for Students Tax Deductions
African American 445%** .350%** B632%** 528*** —.043 -.003
(.053) (.055) (.048) (.049) (.037) (.038)
Hispanic 419*** .348*** 616*** 519*** —.178*** —.119**
(.054) (.054) (.049) (.049) (.037) (.038)
Asian American .386** .387** 419%** 432%** .041 .072
(.131) (-130) (119) (117) (.091) (.091)
Other .300** .251* .315** .250* —.239*%* —.205**
(112) (111) (.102) (.100) (.078) (.078)
Family income .003 —.010** .007**
(10,000s of dollars) (.004) (.003) (.002)
Parental education —.072%** —.094*** .057***
(.015) (.013) (.010)
Unmarried parent 152%** —-.012 -.067*
(.044) (.039) (.030)
Mother .083* 217%%* .094***
(.034) (.031) (.023)
Number of children .010 .007 —.016**
(.007) (.007) (.005)
Intercept 2.820 2.917 2.916 3.079 3.660 3.481
R? .032 .047 .074 A11 .008 .026
* p < .05.
**p < .01,
*xxp < .001.

Panel A of Table 6, using parental
responses from HSB, presents the logis-
tic regression parameters of race-ethnic-
ity on the likelthood of parental savings—
whether parents had saved any money
for their children’s postsecondary educa-
tion. The first model, in which race
alone is included, suggests a racial
difference, with African Americans and
Hispanics significantly less likely than
Whites and with Asian Americans more
likely than all other groups (although the
comparison with Whites does not reach
statistical significance) to have saved.
Although the unadjusted coefficient for
African Americans is negative, implying
that African American parents are less
likely than are White parents to save, the
sign of the coefficient reverses once
familial resource variables (Model 2) are
taken into account.?’s Once student and

% Auxiliary analyses of Tables 6 and 7
added interaction terms between income and
racial categories. Although the direction (and
statistical significance) of the interaction
terms for Asian Americans and Hispanics is
mixed, income generally has a stronger
positive effect on savings for African Ameri-
cans than for Whites.

parental characteristics are entered into
the model (Model 3), African American
parents are significantly, if only margin-
ally, more likely than are White parents
to have saved.1¢ Because the size of the
Asian American sample is relatively
small, the gap between Asian Americans
and Whites remains insignificant even

® In other models, we also tested for the
effects of educational aspirations on savings,
using HSB (NELS did not include questions
on parents’ aspirations). Educational aspira-
tions vary by race (with African Americans
and Asian Americans holding higher aspira-
tions for their children than do White par-
ents) and are positively linked to savings.
Thus, some of the effect of race on savings
may be channeled indirectly via educational
aspirations. On the other hand, the causality
between aspirations and savings may be
reversed. That is, those who have saved
money, in turn, will harbor greater aspira-
tions for their children. This direction be-
comes more plausible if one takes into
account that the question on savings refers to
the past (the extent to which they have
saved), whereas the question on aspirations
refers to the present (their current aspira-
tions). Thus, educational aspirations are not
included in our models.
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Table 6. Models Estimating the Effect of Race on Parental Savings: HSB?
Panel AP
Race Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
African American —.346*** .043 .289*
(.097) (.106) (.113)
Hispanic —.457*** —.261* .048
(.102) (.106) (.113)
Asian American 372 402 .485
(.251) (.255) (.263)
Other —.091 .118 .233
(-213) (.220) (.227)
Panel B®
Race Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
African American —2369.58*** —762.24 432.23
(395.44) (392.74) (400.98)
Hispanic —2733.07*** —1750.94*** —157.65
(420.29) (401.87) (399.65)
Asian American 1801.84 1874.97* 1836.92*
(969.76) (923.15) (897.32)
Other —1141.26 —199.57 272.47
(869.20) (834.90) (808.55)
* p < .05.
** p <.01.
*%x p < 001,

2 In both Panel A and Panel B, Model 1 = race only; Model 2 has controls for income, marital status,
and number of children; and Model 3 has controls for income, marital status, number of children,
parental education, parent’s sex, student’s sex, and student’s test scores.

b Panel A; Logistic regression coefficients (standard errors in parentheses) for likelihood of parental

savings (N = 5,003).

¢ Panel B: Tobit coefficients (standard errors in parentheses) for the amount of parental savings (N =

5,003).

though the magnitude of the Asian
American coefficient is greater than that
of the African American coefficient.
Approximately half [(.457—.261)/.457
= .429] the Hispanic-White difference
in the likelihood of savings stems from
disparities in familial resources (Model
2). The remainder of this difference
disappears once parental and student
traits are also considered (Model 3).17
The tobit estimates for amount of sav-
ings in Panel B of Table 6 generally
match the patterns from Panel A. One
exception is that in Model 3, Panel B, the
African American-White difference is

7 A reviewer suggested that since the
predominant public opinion is that minority
groups make less effort to save for their
children, our models should test the hypoth-
esis of negative differences (that White par-
ents save more than do minority parents),
rather than the null hypothesis regarding
racial differences. Following the former ap-
proach leads to stronger levels of signifi-
cance.

not significant, but the Asian American—
White difference is.

Can these general patterns be corrobo-
rated using another data source? Panels
A and B of Table 7 essentially replicate
the logistic and tobit analyses from
Table 6, except that the questions were
asked of the NELS sample of parents of
eighth graders who expected their chil-
dren to “go on to additional education
beyond high school.” One should bear
in mind that the samples in Table 7 are
over three times as large as those in
Table 6 and that the NELS sample was
drawn from parents in the late-Reagan
era, whereas the HSB sample was drawn
from parents in pre-Reagan 1980.

Despite these differences, the general
patterns for NELS are fairly similar to
those for HSB. The logistic analysis
presented in Panel A of Table 7 confirms
that, of all groups, Asian Americans are
most likely to have made some effort to
save money for their children’s college
education. Consistent with the coeffi-
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Table 7. Models Estimating the Effect of Race on Parental Savings: NELS-88°

Panel AP
Race Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
African American —.439%** .094 J182***
(.046) (.052) (.055)
Hispanic —.590*** —.156*** —.001
(.047) (.052) (.055)
Asian American .383*** 384%** .348***
(.063) (.068) (.071)
Other —.328 .081 .145
(.155) (.170) (.174)
Panel B¢
Race Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
African American —3889.31*** —573.63* —54.00
(253.89) (233.92) (241.59)
Hispanic —4219.56*** —1092.64*** —332.61
(257.15) (232.92) (240.21)
Asian American 2320.86*** 1987.11%** 1666.88***
(309.64) (272.64) (275.68)
Other —3197.12*** —21.85 412.53
(870.53) (780.04) (787.80)
Panel C¢
Race Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
African American —3918.11*** 307.31 1032.98***
(322.42) (302.51) (310.95)
Hispanic —5279.02*** —1347.14*** —253.63
(331.30) (304.80) (312.62)
Asian American 2936.25*** 2533.49*** 2053.32%**
(403.30) (361.54) (363.46)
Other —3350.89** 192.39 745.78
(1097.38) (1011.07) (1015.34)
* p < .05.
** p <.01.
**x p < .001.

@ For all three panels, Model 1 = race only; Model 2 contains controls for income, marital status, and
number of children; and Model 3 contains controls for income, marital status, number of children,
parental education, parent’s sex, student’s sex, and student’s test scores.

b Panel A: Logistic regression coefficients (standard errors in parentheses) for the likelihood of parental

savings (N = 17,438).

¢ Panel B: Tobit coefficients (standard errors in parentheses) for the amount of parental savings (N =

16,819).

dPanel C: Tobit coefficients (standard errors in parentheses) for the amount of expected parental

savings (N = 16,762).

cients in Table 6, this pattern surfaces
regardless of the additional variables
included in the model; however, be-
cause the size of the NELS sample is
considerably larger than that of the HSB
sample, the logistic coefficient for Asian
Americans is significant. Overall, the
patterns of African Americans and His-
panics in Table 7 correspond with those
in Table 6.

Panel C of Table 7 compares racial-
ethnic groups’ projections of how much
they expect to save for their children.
The tobit coefficients again pinpoint
Asian Americans as the group with the

greatest anticipated savings, irrespective
of whether any other variables are in the
models, followed by African Americans
and then by Hispanics and Whites, with
no significant difference between these
last two groups (see Model 3).

Because standardized test scores have
been criticized for underestimating the
academic abilities of racial minorities,
we checked what would happen if test
scores were deleted from Model 3 in
Tables 6 and 7. These analyses show that
much (over three-fifths) of the change
that occurs between the coefficients in
Model 2 and Model 3 is due to the
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inclusion of test scores. With test scores
omitted from Model 3, the African Amer-
ican~White difference in the likelihood
of saving is no longer significant in
Table 6, but remains so in Table 7. The
African American—-White difference for
the amount of savings is still insignifi-
cant in Tables 6 and 7, and the African
American—White difference for future
savings becomes marginally significant.
The patterns for Hispanic-White differ-
ences remain the same, regardless of
whether test scores are included in the
model. And the Asian American—White
differences actually are slightly in-
creased with the deletion of test scores
from the models.

In ancillary analyses, we found that
the inclusion of tracking, an alternative
to standardized test performance as a
proxy of student’s ability-performance,
has a minimal effect on the coefficients
for race in Tables 6 or 7. In other words,
whether test scores and/or tracking are
included in the models, the African
American—~White and the Hispanic-
White differences in savings are fairly
small, whereas the Asian American—
White differences are notable.

What can we conclude from Tables 6
and 7?7 Although the differences in
savings between African American and
White parents are small in general, in
some cases African Americans are slightly
more likely to save. Similarly, the His-
panic-White differences are minor. In
contrast, in several models, White par-
ents make Jess of an effort to save than
do Asian American parents. Whether
one considers these differences large or
small, one general pattern emerges: Once
background characteristics are held con-
stant, White parents are not consistently
more likely to save, save more, or plan to
save more than are minority parents.

CONCLUSION

These results underscore the continu-
ing significance of race with respect to
attitudes toward governmental interven-
tion in financing higher education. Our
findings imply that parents’ attitudes to-
ward governmental programs providing fi-
nancial support to college students, as well
as their views about the role of parents
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and children in financing college, splin-
ter along racial lines. These differences
are not huge, but the effect of race is stron-
ger than that of any of the other variables
included in our models. Although our re-
sults cannot unequivocally arbitrate be-
tween the two perspectives discussed ear-
lier, they appear to provide greater support
for the idea that racial variations in atti-
tudes owe to identification with groups,
rather than to individual self-interest. Un-
dermining the vested-interest argument,
the impact of race is barely touched by
the incorporation of income and educa-
tion. Although the patterns pertaining to
education imply that self-interest occa-
sionally comes into play, the vacillating
and/or weaker effects of income further
call into question self-interest as the over-
riding principle.

It should be noted that some may con-
sider the self-interest argument to be com-
patible with our data. That is, minority
group parents, regardless of their socio-
economic status, may have a greater vested
interest than may White parents in their
children obtaining a college education and,
correspondingly, a greater self-interest in
governmental aid. Net of socioeconomic
background, Whites have social and eco-
nomic opportunities and advantages that
minorities do not have. Therefore, minor-
ity parents may be more likely than may
White parents to define the educational
progress of their children as a marker of
success. Accordingly, minority group par-
ents would welcome governmental aid,
regardless of their income and education.
Notice that this interpretation questions
the strategies used by earlier work on race,
welfare attitudes, and self-interest and sug-
gests a reformulation of the concept of self-
interest. We are not persuaded by this ex-
planation because it does not square with
some of the patterns in our tables. For ex-
ample, this perspective cannot explain
why wealthy minority parents are still
more likely than are their White peers to
favor aid targeted to the poor.

Even more important are the specific
directions that these racial differences
take. Compared to African Americans,
Hispanics, and Asian Americans, Whites
are more likely to endorse the canons of
the dominant ideology of individualism
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in funding education, even when such
beliefs narrow the range of their own
children’s options. They are twice as
likely as are their minority counterparts
to place the primary burden on students;
moreover, they are more likely to reject
virtually all federal programs (except tax
credits to parents) to aid prospective
students.

In contrast, minority parents balance
their collectivist convictions with indi-
vidualist ones. They do not believe that
they should shirk their responsibility to
their children and are more likely than
are White parents to believe it is their
responsibility to support their children’s
educational plans. Ironically, had we
looked only at responses to whether
parents should have the main responsi-
bility for financing college and inter-
preted parental loci as reflecting pure
individualism (as might be the case for
the provision of food and shelter for
young children), we would have mistak-
enly concluded that there is a greater
acceptance of individualist principles
among minority parents.

Complicating the issue is that al-
though minority parents accept parental
responsibility, they also support govern-
mentally provided student aid. Nonethe-
less, they favor programs that do not
necessarily engender unilateral depen-
dence on the government. Instead, they
advocate programs, such as loans that
mandate repayment or the creation of
jobs for students. However, they fail to
offer more approval than Whites for
programs that serve the interests of the
affluent, such as tax relief to parents
who subsidize their children in college.
Overall, minority parents endorse poli-
cies that widen the access to education
for all youths and require personal
initiatives by students to reciprocate the
government. It is interesting that support
for educational welfare does not automat-
ically translate into the abdication of
personal accountability, as popular myth
would have it. Paralleling Bobo (1991),
our study found that the assumption of
individual responsibility and support
for collectivist policies are not incompat-
ible.

Further confirmation that a racial group
can support governmental policies and
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not forgo familial obligations is provided
in our findings on parental savings. On
controlling for socioeconomic back-
ground and family structure (and, in
subsequent models, parents’ and stu-
dents’ traits), we found either no signif-
icant racial difference in savings or that
some minority groups are more likely
than are their White peers to save (as
well as save more and expect to save
more) for their children. Although the
patterns vary somewhat as a function of
the sample sizes and/or slight variations
in phrasing and measurement of ques-
tions, it is evident that once we take into
account available resources in the fam-
ily, minority parents make at least as
much effort to save as do their White
counterparts. Certainly, these racial dif-
ferences are not as large as the racial
differences in attitudes. Caution should
be exercised in interpreting racial varia-
tions in savings as strong, given the
possibility of bias in self-reports and,
with the exception of Asian American—
White differences, the small differences
between minority and White parents.
On the other hand, racial differences
in savings arguably would be more
pronounced if parental wealth were
added to the multivariate models. In-
deed, minority families have less cumu-
lative wealth than do White families,
and this disparity is much larger than
the racial gap in income. Since our
models do not adjust for wealth, our
multivariate models may have underes-
timated the savings behaviors of minor-
ity families. Whether our results are
interpreted as demonstrating that minor-
ity and White families do not differ in
savings or that minority families save
more, our results challenge the popular
depiction of minority families as “unsta-
ble,” ‘““‘uncommitted,” or crippled by
failure to make plans for the future. For
minority parents, providing support for
one’s children is “doing the right thing.”
By extending our analysis from a
comparison of Whites and African Amer-
icans to a multiplicity of racial-ethnic
groups, we provide richer insights into
the relationship between minority status
and attitudes toward social welfare.
Parents from each minority group more
readily favor governmental funding strat-
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egies than do their White peers. Asian
American parents, a group on which
little has been written (Staples and
Mirande 1980), stand out as the group
most likely to save for their children’s
education. Moreover, with few excep-
tions, their attitudes regarding govern-
mental assistance customarily conform
more closely with those of other minor-
ity groups than with those of Whites.
Although our results demonstrate the
utility of differentiating racial-ethnic
groups more fully, further refinements
should follow. Because minority parents
may systematically vary in their reliance
on extended family networks, in con-
trast to White parents (Staples and
Mirande 1980), research should recon-
ceptualize the family unit to include
support from other relatives.1®
Moreover, although HSB is too small
to disaggregate the Hispanic sample, the
heterogeneity of the Hispanic popula-
tion should be taken into account. His-
panics may identify their race as White
or Black; moreover, their national origin
may be a critical cultural determinant of
attitudes. Although the small Hispanic
sample precluded an analysis of the
attitudinal and behavioral questions from
HSB, we were able to examine Hispan-
ics’ variations in savings behavior using
NELS. We found that Cuban Americans
are the most likely and Mexican Ameri-
cans and Puerto Rican Americans are the
least likely to invest in their children. In
contrast to the results based on the
pooled sample of Hispanics in Table 7,
the difference between Whites and all
Hispanic groups except Mexican Ameri-
cans disappears once resources are taken
into account (Model 2). The Mexican
American—White difference is reduced
to insignificance with the addition of
parental and student traits (Model 3).

18 NELS provides some evidence for this
possibility. Parents were asked if ‘‘other
relatives will help to pay my son’s/daugh-
ter’s educational expenses.” Of the racial
groups, African American parents were most
likely to respond affirmatively (regardless of
whether background characteristics were
taken into account), thus corroborating the
prominence of the extended family in the
black community (Blackwell 1985).
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The coefficient for Cuban Americans in
all supplementary models is positive,
suggesting that they save more than do
Whites (although, primarily because of
the tiny Cuban sample, the difference is
not statistically significant). In sum, the
variation among the Hispanic subsam-
ples is less than the variation among the
pooled Hispanic sample and other racial
groups.

Similar difficulties arise for the other
racial-ethnic groups, for example, Asian
Americans. Lumping together ethnic (and
religious) groups among White parents
also may conceal interesting differences.
Thus, this article should be seen as a
starting point in understanding racial-
ethnic differences in parental obliga-
tions in funding education.

How the American populace will view
the role of government in financing higher
education in the future is a provocative
question. Regardless of racial group, pa-
rental assumption of responsibility is the
norm. Therefore, the strength of the indi-
vidualist ideology as a barrier to govern-
mental involvement in higher education
is evident across all groups. Because our
sample was restricted to parents who stand
to gain the most from fuller governmental
involvement, our study may provide a con-
servative estimate of the degree to which
these individualist views are held.

College costs have risen at an unprec-
edented rate, surpassing inflation in
other basic areas, such as the cost of
housing and food. In 1990, the average
annual costs of attending public and
private colleges came to slightly less
than $5,000 and $12,000, respectively
(National Center for Education Statistics
1991). Should recent budgetary difficul-
ties propel costs even higher (Blumen-
styk and Cage 1991), will parents of all
racial groups be more likely to consider
federal funding a viable option? Will
labor market requirements for highly
skilled workers sway the American pub-
lic to support widening the access to
higher education? As the percentage of
minority families in the population ex-
pands, will their adult members insist
on more public assistance? Or will
White parents, who should be even more
liberal in their view of the government’s
role than should White adults without
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children, continue to resist educational
policies that extend opportunities not
only to the growing number of minority
students, but also to their own progeny?
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