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Nationally, 69.2 percent of high school completers enrolled in two- or four-year colleges and 
universities in 2015 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016).  Forty-four percent of high 
school completers entered four-year institutions, and 25.2 percent of high school completers 
entered two-year institutions.  Within the state of West Virginia, 54.7 percent of high school 
completers enrolled in two- or four-year colleges and universities in 2015; a similar 42.7 percent 
entered four-year institutions, and 12.2 percent entered two-year institutions (“West Virginia 
College Going Rates by County and High School”, 2015).  Overall college enrollment rates (into 
two- and four-year institutions) for individual counties in West Virginia ranged from 27.2 
percent to 70.8 percent in 2015. 
 
Over the last five available years, the national college enrollment rate for high school completers 
has risen slightly, from 68.2 percent in 2011 to 69.2 percent in 2015 (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2016); the West Virginia college enrollment rate fell from 57.9 percent in 
2011 to 54.7 over the same period (“West Virginia College Going Rates by County and High 
School”, 2011). The state ranks 46th in college attainment across groups (West & Odum, 2016) 
and 51st, behind all 50 states and the District of Columbia in the percent of women (17.8) with 
bachelor’s degrees (Hess, Hegewisch, & Williams, 2013).   
 
The purpose of this mixed methods study is to understand barriers and supports to postsecondary 
aspirations and access for Appalachian students in West Virginia. The research involves multiple 
components: (1) interviews with freshmen women, to understand at an in-depth level, their 
experiences in the application and transition process to college; (2) focus groups with high 
school juniors and seniors and interviews with guidance counselors to better understand college 
expectations, aspirations, influences, and resources available to students across the state; (3) 
analysis of enrollment, college matching, and completion data from the West Virginia Higher 
Education Policy Commission and link these data to workforce data and economic returns by 
major.  

 


