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ABSTRACT 

Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) focuses on the way that cognitive factors such as 

self-efficacy interact with contextual factors, like race, to predict goal setting behaviors 

(Lent, 2013).  The SCCT framework has shown to predict academic goal setting like 

intention to graduate, with higher academic self-efficacy resulting in higher graduation 

intention (White & Parrone-McGovern, 2017; Wu, 2018). One contextual factor that has 

an ability to affect academic self-efficacy is financial stress, which includes student debt 

(White & Parrone-McGovern, 2017). Students who are Black, Indigenous, and people of 

color (BIPOC) have more debt on average and a harder time paying off that debt (NCES, 

2021; Education Data Initiative, 2022); this pairs with lower rates of college degree 

attainment among BIPOC individuals (Hirschman, 2016). Financial aid, which is a way 

to reduce financial stress, has been shown to have positive impacts on student retention 

and graduation intention (Cabrera et al., 1992; Hagedorn et al., 2001), yet research points 

to a lack of financial knowledge among students to obtain financial aid (Norvilitis et al., 

2003). While financial knowledge is related to student debt, the relationship between 

financial knowledge and race has been explored to examine if this plays a role in lower 

college attainment for BIPOC students. In a sample of 275 college students, we examined 

if financial knowledge differs by race. Furthermore, we also explored if race and 

financial knowledge moderated the relationship between self-efficacy and desire to finish 

college to further understand these connections and identify possible areas for 

intervention. Results showed that financial literacy differed by race, but not as it relates to 

number of types of financial aid students applied. Furthermore, financial literacy did not 

moderate self-efficacy and desire to finish college, but number of financial aid types did.  
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There was a significant three-way interaction between race, self-efficacy, and financial 

aid applied for that affected desire to finish college.  

 

 

 

Keywords: College students, financial aid, Social Cognitive Career Theory, BIPOC 

students, persistence, financial literacy 
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CHAPTER I: EXAMINING FINANICAL KNOWLEDGE LEVELS OF 

STUDENTS OF COLOR VERSUS WHITE STUDENTS 

There is a racial wealth gap that exists in the United States (Aladangady, & Forde, 

2021).. Research conducted by Aladangady and Forde for the Federal Reserve (2021) 

shows that Black and Latinx households earn about half as much as White households. 

There are numerous factors that play into the racial wealth gap ranging from disparities in 

home attainment to disparities in financial assistance. Disparity in the debts held by 

households also adds to the racial wealth gap (Harris & Wertz, 2022).  

One area of racial disparity in debt is with student loans. According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics (2022) Black and Hispanic students take out 

more federal loans than White students. Eighty-six percent of Black students take out 

federal loans, while 70.1% of Hispanic students and 67.7% of White students take out 

loans. These statistics are troubling as student loan debt is generally already on the rise 

for all students. According to the Peter G. Peterson Foundation (2021) federal student 

debt increased from $187 billion in 1995 to $1.4 trillion in 2017. Not only are more 

students of color taking out more loans than White students, but they are also more likely 

to have more issues with paying off those loans. According to the Education Data 

Initiative, 48% of Black students owe 12.5% more than they borrowed four years after 

graduating while White students, within the same time period, owe 12% less than what 

they borrowed (Hanson, 2023). This disparity is only helping to widen the racial wealth 

gap.  

One of the possible causes for these loan disparities is a general lack of financial 

knowledge surrounding financial aid and the options to finance college. One of the ways 
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that can help to decrease the amount that a student may have to take out in loans is 

finding alternative funding for higher education like scholarships. However, racial 

disparities still exist in the United States. According to College Stats.org (n.d.), White 

students are 40% more likely to receive private scholarships than minority students. This 

trend continues with state-based merit scholarships. Students of color received state-

based scholarships less often than their White counterparts. Some of the reasons behind 

these differences included differences in the quality of schools due to funding differences 

and disparities in the quality of academic preparation that were not considered in the 

awarding of these scholarships (Heller & Marin, 2004).  

Moreover, this lack of financial support for students of color seeking to pursue 

higher education can act as a barrier for students pursuing and persisting in higher 

education. This is reflective of the racial gap in college completion, with White students 

obtaining a college degree at a rate higher than students of color (Hirschman, 2016). 

Investigating possible barriers to persistence of students of color is important. Given the 

link between financial aid and college completion (Nora et al., 2006), it is important to 

identify what factors could be affecting what financial aid that students of color are aware 

of and applying for, as well as receiving. Moreover, Social Cognitive Career Theory 

(SCCT, Lent, 2013) outlines that high self-efficacy leads to goal setting and completion. 

A meta-analysis of research on college persistence and performance using the SCCT 

model has supported the links between increased academic self-efficacy and academic 

goals and persistence (Brown et al., 2008). However, there is little research on how a lack 

of financial aid information may create a barrier to persistence in college, despite 
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increased self-efficacy. Thus, this study seeks to examine racial differences in financial 

knowledge and how this could factor into persistence through higher education. 

Lack of Financial Knowledge amongst College Students 

College tuition has been consistently rising and outpacing the cost of living, 

making it more and more difficult for college students to afford their education (Taylor, 

et al., 2011). Due to this, the number of college students graduating with debt has also 

increased (Taylor et al., 2011). This includes college students who graduate with 

unmanageable debt, which is higher for racial minority students (Brooks & Harrington, 

2021). Debt of all sorts, from student loans to credit card debt, is on the rise for college-

aged individuals (Hanson, 2023). Credit card debt has also been rising among college 

students to help finance college and daily living expenses (Curtis, 2008). Outside of the 

increasing cost of college, a lack in financial understanding and negative attitudes 

towards debt seem to also add to financial stress (Solberg, et al. 1993; Norvilitis et al. 

2003). A study conducted by Norvilitis et al. (2003) researched the rising prevalence of 

credit card debt among college students and factors that were believed to be a part of the 

cause and effect of credit card debt. Specifically, they assessed personality, financial 

knowledge, and demographic factors to examine risk indicators for credit card debt and 

examined to what extent these factors play into the accumulation of debt. The study 

found that one of the strongest indicators to whether a college student was at risk for 

credit card debt was financial knowledge. 

The lack of financial knowledge amongst college students was also echoed as a 

concern in the results of a study from Mangan, Hughes, and Slack (2010) that focused on 

the changes made to England’s student finance systems and how these changes required 
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students to have additional knowledge on financing a college education. In 2006 to 2007 

the changes made to the student financial systems replaced up-front tuition fees with 

variable tuition fees of up to 3,070 euros. In response to this change additional financial 

aid for poorer students was made available in the form of income dependent loans and 

grants, as well as bursaries/scholarships with different eligibility requirements. While the 

government intended for these changes to better benefit students from lower 

socioeconomic statuses, some researchers questioned if the changes would negatively 

affect students from these backgrounds who tended to be more debt-adverse and lacking 

knowledge on financial opportunities. The study aimed to see what role students' beliefs 

on how they would finance their education played in their decision-making process. The 

study found that while perceived costs affected students’ decision-making, with things 

like whether they could live at home to save money or work a part-time job, most 

students did not consider other financial support options like grants or scholarships. 

Participants also reported a lack of knowledge relating to funding opportunities. This lack 

of financial knowledge can increase the stress that students face as they try to fund their 

education. This also means that students are possibly missing opportunities for financial 

aid, which could have a negative effect on overall college persistence given the positive 

link between financial aid and college retention rates (Cabrera et al, 1992). 

The perceived affordability of college affects students’ overall decision making 

regarding their education (Mangan et al., 2010). Financial aid can help to make college 

more affordable for students when it is able to be obtained. Unfortunately, there is a lack 

of financial literacy amongst prospective college students (Mangan et al., 2010, Norvilitis 
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et al. 2003). This can also affect students’ financial assistance due to not being sure how 

to begin the process of seeking financial aid.  

A lack of information related to finances is related to the idea of social capital 

(Coleman, 1988). Social capital includes a variety of factors that share two elements; they 

cause action by the actor within the structure, and they contain some element of a social 

structure. Three types of social capital include; obligations and expectations, information 

channels, and social norms (Coleman, 1988). Most relevant to financial knowledge is 

social capital based on information channels. Information channels have the potential for 

assisting individuals in finding or receiving information that can help to promote action. 

This information normally comes from social relationships with people who have specific 

information. Thus, prospective college students who have information channels that 

include people with information on how to seek out a variety of financial aid are in a 

better position to navigate the financial stress associated with funding a college 

education. This can particularly harm historically disenfranchised student populations 

like students of color and first-generation students who may lack these information 

channels.  

A study done by Mishra (2020) examined if social networks, social capital, and 

social support, an aspect of social capital, played a role in student success in higher 

education with a focus on underrepresented students. Mishra found that students with a 

higher level of information performed better, with higher grade point averages (GPAs) 

throughout their programs. Furthermore, the largest indicator of information-related 

social capital is the educational attainment level of parents which also has been shown to 

have a positive impact on college completion (Ashtiani & Feliciano 2018). This finding 
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highlights a disadvantage for students of color since only 20.6% of the Hispanic 

population has a bachelor's degree, followed by 28.1% for the Black population. While 

41.9% of the White population holds a bachelor’s degree, Asian Americans have the 

highest percentage with 61% of the population holding a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2022). A lack of financial knowledge, or awareness of financial aid options, can 

lead to increased levels of financial stress among students (Cabrera et al., 1992), which 

ultimately negatively affect their persistence through college.  

Predicting College Student Persistence 

 There are numerous theories for understanding persistence of college students, but 

Social Cognitive Career Theory is one model of career choice and goals that has strong 

empirical support for predicting persistence (Brown et al., 2008; da Silva Cardoso et al., 

2013; Lent, 2013). There are numerous different factors that can affect persistence and 

SCCT is a model that allows for an examination of cognitive and social factors that can 

aid or hinder a person’s persistence (Lent, 2013).  

Social Cognitive Career Theory  

Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) is a framework for understanding 

people’s educational and occupational behavior that is applicable to diverse students and 

workers (Lent, 2013; Lent et al., 1994). The core basis for the SCCT model follows 

Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory which focuses on the way that people and their 

environment tend to influence each other. SCCT focuses on how factors, such as self-

efficacy and outcome expectations, affect the development of interests and goals.  Self-

efficacy is a person's beliefs about their own capabilities in executing actions that will 

result in a desirable outcome. Outcome expectations are the beliefs that people hold about 
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what the outcome of certain behaviors will be. Since self-efficacy is focused on beliefs 

about one's own abilities it can affect what activities a person feels confident in pursuing, 

which would lead to them setting more goals in relation to that activity. Similarly, if 

people have high expectations and believe that something good will result from a set of 

behaviors (i.e., positive outcome expectations), they are more likely to pursue them as 

long as it is not contradicting with their own perceived self-efficacy. These factors also 

can affect a person's behavior in relation to vocational or educational goals  (Lent, 2013). 

A study examining student persistence in STEM programs looked at the way that student 

achievement goals, autonomy support, and self-efficacy effected persistence and 

achievement in STEM programs (Simon et al., 2015). The study found that students with 

higher self-efficacy had higher grades and students with both high self-efficacy and high 

autonomy had higher affect. Both higher affect and higher grade achievement contributed 

to greater persistence (Simon et al., 2015). Another study examined social-cognitive 

predictors of STEM career interest and persistence for college students with disabilities 

from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds. The study found that academic self-efficacy 

was the second strongest predictor of persistence in STEM. Outcome expectations, 

advanced placement courses, and social support were all significant predictors for 

persistence as well (da Silva Cardoso et al., 2013). 

 Furthermore, according to SCCT, development of one’s self-efficacy and 

outcome expectations, and their prediction of goals, is related to contextual factors such 

as socioeconomic status, gender, race, and ethnicity (Lent, 2013). These factors can 

create barriers between people and the facilitation of goal completion. For example, if a 

person has a goal of attending a university, a low socioeconomic standing can serve as a 
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barrier to entry. However, higher income may facilitate easier completion of goals as one 

would have means to continue financing college despite other setbacks. For example, a 

study conducted by Lee and fellow researchers (2015) tested the SCCT academic 

persistence model with White and Latinx male and female engineering students. The 

study found support for the relationship between cognitive ability, past academic 

performance, goals, and self-efficacy with persistence amongst engineering students, 

supporting SCCT propositions (Lee et al., 2015). However, while there were no 

significant group differences across ethnicity, there were significant differences by 

gender, in which women’s goals relating to engineering were related to persistence. 

Men’s goals, on the other hand, did not relate to their persistence (Lee et al., 2015). 

A study done by Kantamneni and fellow researchers (2018) examined 142 

participants who were all identified as coming from a low-income household and were 

participating in a college preparatory program. The study examined how parental support, 

ethnic identity, and perceived barriers predicted self-efficacy and vocational outcome 

expectations. They found that support from both mothers and fathers, and ethnic identity 

were all able to predict Vocational Outcome Expectations (VOEs). Father support, ethnic 

identity, and perceived barriers predicted self-efficacy, while mother support and VOEs 

could predict student engagement. In sum, contextual factors such as parent support and 

ethnic identity, that related to both self-efficacy and outcome expectations, had an effect 

on student engagement. Contextual factors also were examined in a study conducted by 

Fitzpatrick and fellow researchers (2022). They investigated self-efficacy and contextual 

factors and their impact on engineering graduate student persistence. The study found 

that academic self-efficacy related to intention to persist in engineering but feeling 
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welcomed (a contextual factor) also played a role in persistence intentions (Fitzpatrick et 

al., 2022). Thus, these studies highlight that to fully understand the relationship between 

self-efficacy and college persistence, contextual factors must also be considered. 

The relationship between self-efficacy and goal setting or desire to finish college, 

however, could be complicated by other contextual factors such as lack of financial 

knowledge. A study conducted by White and Parrone-McGovern (2017) examined the 

role of first-generation status and financial strain on students' academic and career self-

efficacy. They found that students experiencing financial strain had lower academic and 

career self-efficacy. Additionally, a study conducted by Brown and fellow researchers 

(2008) examined social cognitive predictors for college student academic persistence. 

The study found that academic self-efficacy predicted college persistence, with higher 

levels of academic self-efficacy leading to higher rates of persistence (Brown et al., 

2008). Since financial strain leads to lowered academic self-efficacy, which can lead to 

lower persistence rates, it is possible that financial knowledge is also playing a role in this 

relationship.  

The stress of ever surmounting debt can cause college students to drop out, fall 

behind academically, and elevate levels of depression (Curtis, 2008). However, financial 

aid has been shown to have positive effects on students’ overall persistence in college. A 

study done by Nora, Barlow, and Crisp (2006) explored the ways in which receiving 

financial aid affects students’ decisions such as staying enrolled and what college to 

attend. The study also examined the way access to financial aid affects student 

performance, the attainment of an undergraduate degree, and access/equity of obtaining a 

college education for students. Financial aid was shown to have a positive correlation 
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with persistence throughout college. Students who were receiving more aid tended to be 

more likely to persist to the next academic year. This increases the chance for a student’s 

degree attainment as well. Nora and fellow researchers (2006) also found more intangible 

benefits that being awarded financial aid and scholarships can have on students, such as 

helping with stress levels due to lessening financial burdens and helping motivate 

students to maintain steady academic performance. 

This idea also was echoed in the study conducted by Hagedorn, Maxwell, and 

Hampton (2001) that focused on the retention rate of African American male students in 

college. The study found that African American students who were enrolled full time, as 

well as having specific occupational goals, were more likely to persist. The article 

suggested that it is important to continue to provide students with financial aid to allow 

for students to enroll full time. However, if students are not aware of opportunities to 

receive this financial aid, then they will not be in a position to apply for it. Simply put, if 

BIPOC students are lacking in financial knowledge surrounding financial aid 

opportunities, then they will not be able to take advantage of resources that have been 

shown to assist in college persistence. 

The Current Study 

The rise in student debt amongst college students has been well documented. 

Clear evidence indicates that a general lack in financial literacy amongst college students 

exists (Norvilitis et al, 2003). However, there does not seem to be much available 

research on the role that race plays in access to financial knowledge. As such, the first 

research question is: Are there differences in knowledge of college financial aid by race?  
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Since BIPOC students typically have less access to social capital, it is predicted that 

White students will have higher financial knowledge than BIPOC students. 

 Similarly, there is research to support the idea that self-efficacy and positive 

outcome expectations are positive indicators of a student’s goal or desire to finish college 

(Kantameni et al., 2016; Lent & Brown, 2019). Additional research highlights that access 

to financial aid also relates to college completion (Cabrera et al., 1992; Nora et al., 2006). 

Yet, BIPOC students may be at a disadvantage to knowing what financial aid exists given 

less access to social capital about college (Mishra, 2020). However, research 

investigating if a lack of financial aid knowledge affects the relationship between self-

efficacy, outcome expectations, and college persistence, has not been explored. This 

leads to the second research question, does financial aid knowledge moderate the 

relationship between college self-efficacy and desire to finish college? Moreover, does 

race also moderate these relationships?  Based on a review of current literature, the 

following hypothesis are proposed.  

Hypothesis 1. BIPOC students will report less financial knowledge than White students.  

Hypothesis 2. Financial aid knowledge will moderate the relationship between self-

efficacy and desire to finish college.  

Hypothesis 3.  The relationship between self-efficacy and desire to finish college (i.e., 

goal intention) will be higher for those with more financial knowledge, particularly for 

BIPOC students.
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CHAPTER II: METHODS 

Participants  

 A total of 275 study surveys were analyzed. All participants identified as 

undergraduate students at the University of Southern Mississippi (USM). The majority of 

the participants were White/Caucasian (58.5%), followed by Black/ African American 

(32.7%). The remaining participants were Hispanic/Latinx (2.5%), Asian/Asian 

American (2.9%), American Indian (0.4%), multiracial (2.5%), and races not represented 

(0.4%). There were 81.1% of participants who identified as female while 15.3% 

identified as male. The rest of the participants identified as Non-binary/ Third gender 

(1.8%), Transgender (0.7%), Genderqueer (0.4%), or preferred to self-describe (0.4%). 

The average age of participants was 21.14 years (SD = 5.05). The majority of participants 

were first-year students (37.8%) followed by third-year students (24.0%), then second 

years (20.7%), and fourth years (14.9%). There also were 2.5% of participants that 

reported as being in college for five years or longer. Participants self-reported their 

overall college GPA based on categorical ranges. The majority of participants (37.1%) 

reported a GPA range of 3.25 to 3.75, while 35.3% reported having a GPA range of 3.75 

and above. Additionally, 12% reported their GPA was in the range of 2.75 to 3.24, 8.7% 

reported a range of 2.25 to 2.74, 3.3% reported a range of 1.75 to 2.24 while 0.4% 

reported their GPA was 1.24 or below. The remaining 3.2% of participants reported in 

the categories of either “don’t know” or that they would report their GPA differently.   
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Measures 

Demographics and Financial Information  

Demographic items were used to collect additional information about the 

participants. This included information relating to participant age, race and ethnicity, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, military status, marital status, college enrollment 

status, grade point average at current institution, years at their current institution, college 

major, employment status, degree status, career interests, income information, 

parental/guardian income information, and parental/guardian degree status. Additional 

demographic information was collected and can be seen in Table 1.  We also collected 

additional financial information from participants that was modeled after questions from 

the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS16; Wine et al., 2018). These 

questions were used to evaluate if students had applied for aid for the current academic 

year, what college financing options participants applied for and what aid was received 

(e.g., federal loans, private scholarship, work-study, federal grant, private loans, funding 

from employer, military benefits, fellowship, credit cards). We used the total number of 

types of aid that participants applied for as an additional measure of financial aid 

knowledge.  

College Self-efficacy  

The College Self-Efficacy Inventory (CSEI; Solberg, O’Brien et al., 1993; 

Solberg et al., 1998) is a 20-question item that has participants rate their agreement with 

statements about their confidence in adapting to the demands of college. An example of 

one of these statements includes, “How confident are you that you will manage your time 

effectively?”(Solberg, O’Brien, et al., 1993). Participants rank their responses to the 
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items using a 10-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all confident) to 9 (extremely 

confident). Gore et al. (2005) conducted a factor analysis that supported the three-factor 

structure of the CSEI and found that the CSEI has strong convergent and discriminant 

validity. The reliability was also found to be strong with a coefficient alpha of .93 for the 

whole measure (Solberg, O’Brien, et al., 1993). The course subscale was used to assess 

self-efficacy in the current study, finding a Cronbach’s alpha of .89 for this subscale. 

The Big Three 

The Big Three/Basic Three Quiz (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2011, as cited in Anderson 

et al., 2018) are three questions that assess participants’ financial understanding of 

inflation, diversification, and interest as a brief assessment of financial literacy. An 

example of the wording of one of these questions is, “Is this statement true or false? 

Buying a single company’s stock usually provides a safer return than a stock mutual 

fund. If you are unsure of the answer, please provide your best guess.” Participants are 

then given answer choices that included “True, False, and Don’t know” to answer that 

question. These three questions have been implemented in numerous surveys with wide 

samples and consistently showed that they measured people’s levels of financial 

knowledge and had strong correlations to people’s financial behaviors (Lusardi & 

Mitchell, 2011). It is important to note, however, that like other financial literacy 

measures, The Big Three could be subject to measurement error since participants can 

guess correct answers at random or simply misunderstand the question (Lusardi & 

Mitchell, 2011). Scoring these items consists of coding the correct answer for each item. 

There were many participants (N = 153) who left the response to the diversification 

question of The Big Three measure blank. We assumed that this meant “I don’t know” 
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and coded it as an incorrect response. For this study, we created a composite score across 

the three items, so total composite scores could range from 0 (all items incorrect) to 3 (all 

items were correct).   

Desire to Finish College  

Desire to Finish College (Allen, 1999) is a six-question measure that has 

participants express their agreement with questions on their desire to complete college. 

An example of the wording of one of these questions is, “I am strongly dedicated to 

finishing college no matter what obstacles get in my way” (Allen, 1999). Participants 

respond using a 7-point Likert scale that ranges from 1 (not at all true or very 

dissatisfied) to 7 (completely true or completely satisfied). Items one through four are 

negatively phrased, an example of this wording would include “I can think of many 

things I’d rather do than go to college” (Allen, 1999). Due to this, these items were 

reverse coded before creating a total mean score such that high scores reflect a greater 

desire to finish college.  

Procedures  

Participants for this study were recruited through the USM SONA research 

participation system (n = 286) and USM’s TRIO Student Support Services and Luckyday 

programs (n = 12). Participants were eligible to complete the study if they were 18 years 

of age or older, a current undergraduate student, and were fluent in English. Participants 

who did not meet these criteria were ineligible to participate. 

Once IRB approval was obtained for the study (Appendix B), a recruitment 

message was placed on SONA. After seeing the recruitment message, individuals who 

wished to participate in the study were allowed to enroll and were provided a link to 
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access the study materials hosted on Qualtrics. Additional recruitment was done through 

email for TRIO Student Support Services scholars and Luckyday Scholars through the 

University of Southern Mississippi to diversify the sample. After consenting to 

participate in the study, the survey was displayed. Demographics and financial 

information were collected before moving on to the other study measures which consisted 

of the CSEI, The Big Three, and Desire to Finish College scale. These measures were 

administered in random order to avoid any potential bias due to order effects. Following 

the survey individuals that participated through SONA were rewarded with .5 credits to 

their SONA accounts that could be used for course credit in participating psychology 

courses. Participants recruited through email were presented with a link to be entered into 

a raffle to win one of 17 t-shirts which were donated by the USM Center for Student 

Success.  

Data Cleaning  

All measures were scored following the publishers’ instructions. To assess for any 

outliers, the data for each dependent variable was sorted in ascending and descending 

order in SPSS. No outliers were found. Thirteen duplicate cases were found and deleted 

from the dataset. Cases that were missing one or more whole measure were deleted from 

the dataset. A total of eight cases were deleted from the dataset for missing data. Two 

directed response questions were used in the survey to check for attention (e.g., “Choose 

“completely true” for this item; Meade & Craig, 2012).  Participants who failed both 

validity checks were deleted from the data set, resulting in one case being removed for 

failed validity checks. Two cases were deleted as they identified as graduate students, 

which was outside the population the study was examining. 
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CHAPTER III: RESULTS 

 Hypothesis 1 

 The first hypothesis was that BIPOC students would have lower levels of 

financial aid knowledge. To investigate the first hypothesis, an independent samples t-test 

was done. Results did not detect any statistically significant differences in financial 

knowledge in terms of total number of aid types that was applied for between groups 

(BIPOC versus White students, [t(273) = .331, p =.741)]. This result indicates that White 

students (M = 2.11, SD = 1.15) applied for a total number of types of aid that was similar 

to BIPOC students (M = 2.06, SD=0.99). However, results also showed that there was a 

statistically significant difference between the total amount of correct answers for the Big 

Three questions assessing financial literacy between groups (BIPOC versus White 

students [t(273)= 2.85, p < .01]. BIPOC students (M = 1.36, SD =.85) reported fewer 

correct answers to the Big Three than White students (M = 1.66, SD =.86).  

Hypothesis 2  

 The second hypothesis suggested that financial aid knowledge could serve as a 

moderator for the relationship between course self-efficacy and the desire to finish 

college. In order to test these effects, a hierarchical regression was conducted through 

Andrew Hayes’ (2022) PROCESS v(4.1) macro for SPSS (Model 1). The overall model 

was significant [F(3, 271) = 13.44, p < .001, R2 = 0.13)]. There was a significant main 

effect for the College Self-efficacy Scale-course subscale score (CSEI-C) on desire to 

finish college [ß = 0.30, t (273) = 6.30, p < .001]. The relationship was such that as CSEI-

C scores increased so did the desire to finish college. There were no significant main 

effects of the Big Three scores on desire to finish college [ß= -0.06, t (273) = -0.67, p = 
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0.50].  Additionally, the interaction between CSEI-C scores and Big Three scores in 

predicting desire to finish college was not significant [ß = 0.02, t (273) = 0.30, p > .05]. 

This suggests that there was no significant moderating effect of the financial literacy on 

the relationship between CSEI-C and desire to finish college.  

 For comparison, the number of financial aid types was also used as moderator as 

another measure of financial knowledge. A hierarchical regression was conducted using 

the total number of types of financial aid applied. The overall model was significant [F(3, 

271) = 16.30, p < .001, R2 = 0.15]. There was still a significant main effect for CSEI-C 

scores on desire to finish college [ß = 0.28, t(273) = 6.13, p < .001]. There was no 

significant main effect of types of financial aid applied for on desire to finish college [ß = 

-0.01, t (273) = -0.14, p >.05]. However, there was a significant interaction between 

CSEI-C scores and the number of financial aid types applied for in predicting desire to 

finish college [ß = .12, t (273) = 2.82, p < .01, ∆R2= .02], suggesting a significant 

moderating effect of total financial aid applied for on the relationship between CSEI-C 

and desire to finish college. Simple slopes analysis for ±1 SD and mean of the number of 

aid types applied for were conducted to further probe this interaction and were found to 

be significant at the mean [ß = 0.28, t(273)= 6.13, p < .001, 95% CI (.19, .37) ] , at +1 SD 

[ß = 0.41, t(271) = 6.62, p < .001, 95% CI (.29, .53)] and -1 SD [ß = 0.15, t(273) = 2.26, 

p < .05, 95% CI (.02, .28)], such that the more financial aid that a person applied for, the 

greater the relationship between course self-efficacy and their desire to finish college.  

Hypothesis 3 

In order to examine the relationship between race (coded 0 = BIPOC and 1 = 

White), total types of financial aid applied for, and self-efficacy, Process Model 3 was 
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used to examine all two-way and the three-way interactions predicting desire to finish 

college. The overall model was significant [F(37, 267) = 8.69, p < .01, R2 = 0.19]. 

Examining the main effects, there was not a significant effect of race on desire to finish 

college in this model (ß = .29, t = 1.82, p > .05). The main effect between financial aid 

applied for was also not significant in this model (ß = -0.03, t = -0.22, p > .05). There was 

still a significant main effect between CSEI-C scores and desire to finish college in this 

model (ß = 0.29, t = 6.19, p < .001). The interaction between total number of types of 

applied and CSEI-C scores was not significant (ß = -0.03, t = -0.44, p > .01). There was 

no significant interaction between race and CSEI-C scores or between race and total 

types of aid applied for (p > .05). This suggests that race alone does not seem to have a 

significant effect on the relationship of CSEI-C and desire to finish college or the 

relationship between total types of financial aid applied for and desire to finish college.  

There was, however, a significant three-way interaction between race and CSEI-C 

scores and total number of types of financial aid applied [ß = 0.24, t = 2.73, p < .01, 95% 

CI (.07, .42), ∆R2= .02]. This means that the interaction between race and total types of 

aid applied for significantly moderates the relationship between CSEI-C and desire to 

finish college. Since the relationship between total types of aid applied for and CSEI-C 

was not significant in this model that includes race, it suggests that the relationship was 

only significant because of the interaction with race. In order to further probe these 

results a simple slopes analysis was run for ±1 SD and mean for total types of aid for 

each racial group (BIPOC versus White). The interaction was significant at the mean [ß = 

0.29, t = 4.14, p < .001, 95% CI(.15, .43)], at -1SD [ß = 0.33, t = 2.94, p < .001, 95% 

CI(.11, .54)], and at +1SD [ß = 0.26, t = 2.82, p < .01, 95% CI(.08, .44) for BIPOC 
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participants, but was only found to be significant at the mean [ß = 0.29, t = 4.62, p < .001, 

95% CI(.17, .42)] and +1 SD [ß =0.53, t = 5.52, p < .001, 95% CI(.34, .71)] for White 

participants. It was not significant for White participants at -1SD of total types of aid 

applied (p > .05). This means that at all levels race affects the moderation of financial aid 

applied for on the relationship between CSEI-C and desire to finish college for BIPOC 

participants, showing a trend of the effect of CSEI-C scores on desire to finish college 

being greater as fewer types of financial aid were applied for. However, among White 

students, the relationship between course self-efficacy and desire to finish college was 

only significant for those applying the average number or greater number of financial aid 

types, showing an increase in the relationship between CSEI-C scores and desire to finish 

college and as the number of types of aid applied for increased. In sum, results suggest 

that the relationship between self-efficacy and desire to finish college increases as more 

aid is applied to among White students but decreases with more types of aid applications 

for BIPOC students. 

Post-Hoc Analyses 

To further understand the experiences of BIPOC versus White students, mean 

differences between other study variables also were examined. Significant differences 

were found between BIPOC and White students’ CSEI-C scores [t(2, 273) = -2.800, p < 

.01] with White students reporting greater self-efficacy (M = 6.85, SD = 1.38) than 

BIPOC students (M = 6.29, SD = 1.72). There was also a significant difference in the 

desire to finish college [t(2, 273) = -3.04, p < .001], where White students reported a 

higher desire (M = 4.492, SD = 1.30) than BIPOC students (M = 4.43, SD = 1.38)
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION  

The results of the current study show that there does exist a racial difference in 

financial literacy (i.e., Big Three scores), but there were not significant differences in the 

number of types of financial aid. This partially supports hypothesis 1. The results also 

show that financial literacy does not moderate the relationship between course self-

efficacy and desire to finish college. However, the total number of financial aid types that 

participants applied for did have a significant effect on the relationship between CSEI-C 

and desire to finish college, thus partially supporting hypothesis 2.  

The Big Three is a generalized measure of financial literacy and examines 

respondents’ understanding of three key concepts: interest rates, inflation, and 

diversification (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2011). This is consistent with literature as the study 

conducted by Lusardi and Mitchel (2011) observed that there were racial differences in 

financial literacy amongst adults in the U.S. However, our measure for financial 

knowledge was based on the total amount of different financial aid that participants 

applied for, but it had no way of measuring participants' understanding or awareness of 

all types of financial aid. Not fully examining understanding of financial aid could 

possibly be one of the reasons why no racial differences were found.  

  A significant three-way interaction exists between race, total types of aid applied 

for, and CSEI-C in relation to the relationship between CSEI-C and desire to finish 

college, as was shown by the results. No significant main effects were shown for race in 

this model. Also, the significant two-way interaction between total types of aid applied 

for and self-efficacy was not significant in this model. This may be due to the inclusion 

of the three-way interaction in this model, suggesting that the interaction between total 
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types of aid applied for and CSEI-C scores found above was only significant because of 

race. Race alone, however, had no significant main effect on the desire to finish college 

and neither did the total types of aid applied for. This provides support for hypothesis 3. 

A post-hoc analysis also showed that there were significant differences between BIPOC 

and White students as it related to self-efficacy scores and desire to finish college scores. 

White students had higher scores on course self-efficacy and greater desire to finish 

college. This is important because the more types of aid that were applied for  

strengthened the relationship between self-efficacy and desire to finish college for White 

students, but the opposite was true for BIPOC students. A possible explanation for this is 

that White students with a strong desire to finish college may be receiving more support 

to attend college and apply for financial aid. It is also possible that White students who 

feel more confident (i.e., higher self-efficacy) just apply for more financial aid overall. 

Limitations  

 One limitation of the study is that a single university was sampled. It is important 

to note that USM has open enrollment and a larger number of Pell grant eligible students 

(around 45%). There is a chance that different results could be found at institutions with 

more competitive admissions. Additionally, there are also limitations to using the total 

number of aid types that participants applied for as a marker of financial aid knowledge 

since it does not fully evaluate students’ understanding of the financial aid. Similarly, it is 

hard to get a completely accurate measure of financial literacy as well. As mentioned, 

while discussing The Big Three measure, there is a chance for measurement error due to 

participants having a chance to just guess the correct answer or misunderstanding the 

question in the first place (Lusardi & Mitchell, 2011).  
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 It is important to note that this sample only examined people who were actively 

enrolled in college; this excludes people who may have dropped out or never attempted 

enrolling in college in the first place. This means the current study likely is an incomplete 

picture of the way these processes interact with each other. Moreover, because data were 

not collected longitudinally, we cannot determine the ordering of these relationships. It 

may be that financial knowledge plays a more distal role in influencing the development 

of academic self-efficacy, rather than a more proximal role in motivation to finish 

college. 

Implications 

 While the results showed that there were racial differences in financial literacy 

with The Big Three, this did not facilitate differences in desire to finish college nor did it 

affect the relationship between self-efficacy and desire to finish college. However, the 

number of types of aid applied for did affect the relationship between self-efficacy and 

desire to finish college. Furthermore, as participants applied for more types of financial 

aid, the relationships between self-efficacy and desire to finish college strengthened. This 

is consistent with SCCT (Lent, 2013) as aid applied may facilitate self-efficacy leading to 

desire to finish college. The more aid that was applied for corresponded with a positive 

relationship between self-efficacy and desire to finish college among White students but 

was associated with a negative relationship among BIPOC students. Persistence for 

BIPOC students does not seem to be affected by more aid applications. It is possible that 

there are other contextual factors that facilitate the relationship between self-efficacy and 

desire to graduate for BIPOC students. BIPOC students may benefit from more social 

based support. A study conducted by Fitzpatrick and colleagues found that feeling 



 

24 

welcomed and included positively affected students' persistence throughout their 

engineering graduate programs (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022). Examining the effect of 

additional social contextual factors on the desire to finish college for BIPOC students 

could prove to be beneficial and possibly open a path for new interventions. 

 Understanding the relationship between applying for financial aid and self-

efficacy on desire to finish college can help to inform those assisting BIPOC and White 

students in their application processes and in their graduation goals. This relationship was 

significant at all levels for BIPOC students and at the mean and higher for White 

students. This shows that applying for aid appears to be relevant to self-efficacy and 

desire to finish college, yet this relationship is complex across race.  

 Also, while differences in The Big Three did not relate to lower desire to finish 

college or affect the relationship between course self-efficacy and desire to finish college 

it is still important to note racial differences in financial literacy, especially since White 

students had higher levels of financial literacy than BIPOC students. As previously 

discussed in the literature review, a lack of financial knowledge serves as an indicator for 

debt (Norvilitis et al., 2003). This also aligns with racial differences in debt that are 

adding to the racial wealth gap (Brooks & Harrington, 2021; Harris & Wertz, 2022). 

Interventions such as financial literacy courses could serve to help mitigate the 

differences that have been observed in this study. This could also possibly help to 

decrease things like credit card debt for college aged individuals, which is on the rise 

(Curtis, 2008; Hanson, 2023).  

 The current research leaves numerous directions for future research. For instance, 

research into a standardized measure of financial aid understanding would allow for more 
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rigorous and consistent assessment of these constructs to facilitate more research that 

examines financial understanding in relation to financial aid. Future research may 

examine this issue with more qualitative efforts to help identify what factors may lead to 

persistence intentions for BIPOC students versus White students. Additionally, as 

mentioned above, further considering other contextual factors, such as belongingness, 

may provide additional information about the persistence of college students. 

In conclusion, the findings demonstrate a relationship between race, financial aid 

applied for, and self-efficacy in relation to the desire to finish college. The current 

research adds to the growing body of research on SCCT that shows that self-efficacy and 

contextual factors influence persistence and goal behaviors. Suggestions for future 

research would include utilizing a more comprehensive measure for financial aid 

knowledge and to explore participants with different educational standings such as people 

who withdrew from their program or high school graduates who are not attempting 

higher education to better understand how lack of knowledge of financial aid options may 

deter seeking higher education.  
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APPENDIX A: TABLES 

Table 1: Demographics for BIPOC, White, and the Total sample 

 BIPOC White Total 

First-generation student 48.2% 36.6% 41.5% 

Veteran or Active Military .9% 1.2% 1.1% 

Employed 57% 59% 58.2% 

Applied for Financial Aid 

2022-2023 academic year 

83.3% 87.6% 86.1% 

Declared a major 94.7% 98.1% 96.7% 

Live with parents 38.6% 29.8% 33.5% 

Live on campus 57.9% 47.8% 52% 

Household income    

No income 1.8% 1.2% 1.5% 

Less than $5,000 7.9% .6% 3.6% 

$5,000 - $9,999 3.5% .6% 1.8% 

$10,000 - $14,999 4.4% .6% 2.2% 

$15,000 - $19,999 5.3% 4.3% 4.7% 

$20,000 - $29,999 4.4% 8.1% 6.5% 

$30, 000 – $39,999 7.9% 5.6% 6.5% 

$40,000 - $49,999 9.6% 4.3% 6.5% 



 

27 

$50, 000 - $74.999 8.8% 24.8% 18.2% 

$75,000 - $99,999 9.6% 9.9% 9.8% 

$100,000 + 6.1% 19.3% 13.8% 

Unsure/I Don't know 29.8$ 19.9% 24.0% 

Estimated loan amount    

< $5,000 20.2% 13.7% 16.4% 

$5,000 –$10,000 20.2% 19.3% 19.6% 

$10,000-$15,000 9.6% 8.7% 9.1% 

$15,000-$20,000 9.6% 3.1% 5.8% 

> $20,000 9.6% 6.2% 7.6% 

I do not have student loans 29.8% 48.4% 40.7% 

 

Table 2: Correlations and Means of Study Variables  

 

Total number 

of types of aid 

applied Big Three 

College Self-

Efficacy - 

course 

subscale Desire to finish  

Total number of 

types of aid applied  

       

Big Three  
.078      

College Self-Efficacy 

- course subscale 

-.008 .122*    

Desire to finish  
-.007 .008 .358**  
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Mean 
2.10 1.53 6.62 4.72 

Standard deviation 
1.09 .87 1.67 1.35 

Note: * = p < .05, ** = p < .01 
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