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In my first assignment for this course, I was able to identify a major reoccurring 

challenge in my personal pursuit of knowledge: questioning authority.  I am prone to being easily 

swayed by strong analysis, but the first unit of this course provided me with an opportunity to 

think deeply about the nature of knowledge.  Babbie gave me the most concise proscription for 

critical analysis: every information source must be analyzed for “errors in inquiry” (2007, p. 6). 

Babbie’s entreatment provides a segue into the second unit of this course: critical perspectives. 

Now that I have a sense of the essence of inquiry, I can attempt to apply a critical perspective to 

an education issue.

I chose to critically read “The Role of College Counseling in Shaping College 

Opportunity: Variations Across High Schools” by Perna, Rowan-Kenyon, Thomas, Bell, 

Anderson and Li from The Review of Higher Education.  This article is interesting to me because 

my professional work as Honors College Admissions Counselor centers on working with high 

school students.  I have also considered the possibility of transitioning to working on college 

admissions in the high school setting as a high school college counselor sometime in the future.  

Article Summary

Perna et al. set out to “[examine] the ways that state, district and school context shape the 

availability and nature of college counseling in U.S. public high schools” “in the context of fiscal 

and other constraints” (2008, p. 133).  Counselors are an important source of information about 

college and financial aid, especially for underrepresented college going populations (Perna et al., 

2008, p. 132).  Financial and structural constraints of the high schools limit the important time 

counselors can spend advising students on college and financial aid information.  Previous 

studies have analyzed these school-related constraints, but Perna et al. intended to understand 

how “external forces, including federal, state, and district policies and a school’s relationships 
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with higher education institutions, shape the quantity and quality of college counseling within a 

school” (2008, p. 135). 

Perna et al. (2008) concluded that the availability and strength of college counseling is 

limited not only by high student-to-counselor ratios, but also by counselors having many other 

school assigned priorities.  There is variation based on school, district, state and types of students 

served (Perna et al., 2008).  Finally, while the authors acknowledged that previous studies have 

shown that college counseling is determined by school policy and mission, they focused on the 

“external forces, particularly district- and state-level policies and structures” that provide for or 

inhibit the strength and availability of college counseling (Perna et al., 2008, p. 153). 

Critique

Relevance

The study by Perna et al. is particularly relevant.  College access for underrepresented 

students is an important national issue.  College counselors play an important role in helping 

high school students understand how to access college.  In today’s economic climate, schools are 

often forced to make budget cuts.  With college counselor-to-student ratios already so high, it is 

important to look at forces outside the high school structure, such as district, state and higher 

education institution structural effects on college counseling. 

Another dimension of relevance is one of Smart’s seven features of an exemplary 

manuscript: “important implications for both future research and current practice and policy” 

(2005, p. 474).  The Perna et al. study provides immediate policy implications for the schools, 

districts and states that were studied.  Perna et al. gave strong evidence of structural benefits and 

drawbacks for improved college counseling.  Additionally, the Perna et al. study can be taken as 

a starting point for future researchers.  They can utilize the research questions, research methods 
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and conceptual framework to analyze other schools and other states.  They can also think more 

deeply about what external structures, other than districts, states, and higher education 

institutions, affect the adequacy and effectiveness of college counseling.  

Literature Review and Research Questions

The study by Perna et al. began with a literature review.  As Wentzel explained, this 

documentation of published research is one of three standard ways of developing researchable 

ideas (2006).  Additionally, a thorough grounding in the literature is one of Smart’s seven 

suggested steps to an exemplary manuscript (2005).  As I am not an expert on the field of college 

counseling, this is a question that is difficult for me to address, but Perna et al. seemed to 

adequately review the published literature.  

Next, they moved to Wentzel’s next suggested step: “the identification of additional 

interesting questions” (2006, p. 319).  Perna et al. believed that most previous research on the 

topic of inadequate college counseling had focused on internal school constraints and that “we 

know relatively little about the ways that external forces, including federal, state, and district 

policies and a school’s relationship with higher education institutions, shape the quantity and 

quality of college counseling within a school” (2008, p. 135).  Again, I am not wholly 

knowledgeable about the existing literature on the reasons for inadequate college counseling, but 

it appears that Perna et al. identified a gap in the literature that was worth pursuing.  

Did the journal article by Perna et al. fail to address any relevant questions?  In general, I 

think the authors did a good job in summarizing the relevant questions on inadequate college 

counseling that have been addressed in previous literature.  Additionally, their own research 

question focusing on external constraints is a helpful new arena for inquiry.  There are a few 

issues I think Perna et al. failed to address.  While it was not within their intended focus, I think 
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it would be helpful to look at resituating college counseling within the school. Moving college 

counseling away from other school counseling might be helpful.  Additionally, I think it is 

important to look at overall school culture towards college access and to get all teachers and 

school staff ready to help high school students access college.  

Another question that can be asked about the article by Perna et al. is if the authors 

thought outside the theoretical box, as Harter suggests they do.  Harter implores researchers to 

collaborate with people outside their field in order to help themselves think outside their 

theoretical box (2006).  The six authors of this journal article come from three higher education 

institutions and one state higher education commission.  This certainly represents collaboration 

and possibly some outside of the theoretical box thinking. 

Conceptual Framework and Research Method

Perna et al. used a multi-level conceptual framework that “draws on multiple theoretical 

perspectives and situates the college-enrollment decision-making process within several layers of 

context” (Perna et al., 2008, p. 135).  I believe this to be a particularly strong conceptual 

framework as it based on multiple contextual layers: situating the college decision-making 

process within student/family spheres, school/community spheres, higher education spheres, and 

the broader social/economic/political spheres (Perna et al., 2008).  In my work with high school 

students who are trying to decide on a college, I have realized the context is different for every 

student and is always complicated by multiple influences.

In reflecting on the conceptual framework Perna et al. chose for their journal article, it is 

appropriate to reflect on the unit readings for this course, particularly those on Critical Race 

Theory (CRT).  CRT is a conceptual framework that can be applied when thinking about and 

writing on educational research questions.  Perna et al. do not explicitly draw on or name CRT in 
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their article, but certainly utilize a few of its features, such as the use of storytelling and 

narratives and the outline of “important relationships between race and other axes of 

domination” (Parker & Lynn, 2002, p. 10).  Perna et al. employed a research method of 

descriptive case studies.  They interviewed individuals and focus groups and provided quotes and 

narratives from participants in their article.  Their research method of descriptive case studies did 

not rely entirely on or even predominately on these narratives, so this probably cannot be 

considered a research study that has CRT as major conceptual framework.  Moreover, Perna et 

al. did examine issues of race and important situational features, but did not explicitly outline 

race and domination.  

Another unit course reading encouraged researchers to “research the self” (Milner, 2007, 

p. 395).  Nowhere in their article do Perna et al. provide any background on researching their 

selves or their relation to others.  It is possible they have done this work in the background, but I 

think it would be helpful to provide their readers some kind of information on their positionality. 

As their research deals with the importance of college counseling for underrepresented college-

going populations and variations in college counseling access amongst schools consisting of 

student bodies coming from very different demographic and backgrounds, I believe the article by 

Perna et al. could be strengthened with a more explicit grounding in CRT.  

Data Collection and Analysis

Perna et al. chose to study three high schools within one geographic area in five different 

states (2008).  The three high schools consisted of a high student achievement, high 

socioeconomic student-background school, one average student achievement, average 

socioeconomic student-background school, and one low student achievement, low 

socioeconomic student-background school (Perna et al., 2008).  I understand that Perna et al. 
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wanted to see if there were differences in these three types of schools, but I find it troubling that 

they chose to correlate student achievement and socioeconomic background without any 

explanation.  This is one way in which I might have approached this study differently.  Initially, I 

viewed the study’s focus on just five states as too narrow.  Because of the type of analysis 

completed by Perna et al., I realize there is a usefulness in this type of small study as long the 

limited number of subjects (in this case, states) were chosen carefully, and if the limitations of 

this kind of study are acknowledged.  

Self-Defined Limitations 

Perna et al. devoted a section of their journal article to addressing the limitations of their 

study.  They aptly stated that the small scope of the study does not allow for generalizations to be 

made for other schools and other states.  In this way, they exhibited one of Smart’s seven 

features of an exemplary manuscript: “[distinguishing] between the statistical and the practical 

significance of their findings” (2005, p. 472).  Perna et al. believed that their findings would be 

helpful to the schools and states in question, but cannot necessarily be applied to other schools 

and other states.  

Overarching Issues

One of the most striking parts of this unit’s course readings was one of Smart’s seven 

features of an exemplary research manuscript: “balance among sections of the manuscript” 

(2005, p. 462).  Smart found this to be such an important feature that he listed it first.  His 

proscription is “that a manuscript should be approximately one-third introduction and literature 

review, one-third research procedures and findings, and one-third discussion and implications” 

(Smart, 2005, p. 462).  I found the Perna et al. article to be short on both the literature review 

section and the discussion and implication sections.  A stronger literature review would have 
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made a stronger case for the relevance of taking the new research direction of examining external 

forces.  More importantly, only one-seventh of the Perna et al. article was focused on discussion 

and implications.  The discussion section was merely a summary and the implication section was 

helpful, yet short.  

Conclusion

As this critique concludes, it is particularly important to think about what questions 

remain unanswered by the Parna et al. study.  I believe Parna et al. gloss over the effect college 

counselors can have on high school students.  Not every student is interested in seeking 

assistance from a counselor.  Additionally, while it is important to inquire about college 

counseling’s effects on high school student college access, it is also important to ask what higher 

education institutions can do to improve college access.  While they constantly focus on this 

issue, I believe they could follow one of the proscriptions Parna et al. provided for states: 

simplifying and uniting financial aid information.  

Parna et al. provided an interesting and necessary new perspective on the factors that 

influence effective college counseling.  Their analysis is strong, but this critique shows a few 

particular shortcomings of their study.  This critique is important not only so that I can learn 

more about the college counseling issue, but also to improve my own future research and 

writing.  
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