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Abstract
Drawing on a recent national survey of rural high school students, this study investigated the
relationship between social capital and educational aspirations of rural youth. Results showed that
various process features of family and school social capital were important to predict rural youth's
educational aspirations beyond sociodemographic background. In particular, parents' and teachers'
educational expectations for their child and student respectively were positively related to
educational aspirations of rural youth. In addition, discussion with parents about college was
positively related to educational aspirations of rural youth. On the other hand, there was little
evidence to suggest that number of siblings and school proportions of students on free lunch and
minority students are related to educational aspirations of rural youth, after controlling for the
other variables. The authors highlight unique features of rural families, schools, and communities
that may combine to explain the complexity of the role of social capital in shaping educational
aspirations of rural youth.

Over the past few decades, the concept of social capital has been of particular interest to
sociologists, educational researchers, and policymakers in the United States (Dika and Singh
2002; Portes 1998). This interest may be largely due to its positive role in shaping various
educational outcomes. Numerous studies document the positive influence of social capital
on academic achievement (e.g., grades, test scores) (Crosnoe 2004; Israel, Beaulieu, and
Hartless 2001; Sun 1999) and educational attainment (e.g., high school graduation, college
enrollment) (Coleman 1988; McNeal 1999; Kim and Schneider 2005). However, with a few
exceptions (Qian and Blair 1999), relatively little research has explicitly examined the role
of social capital in educational aspirations, which are one of the most important predictors of
youth's educational and occupational attainment (Haller and Portes 1973; Sewell, Haller,
and Portes 1969).
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Furthermore, prior research on social capital has focused mainly on the general student
population (Coleman 1988; Kim and Schneider 2005; Sun 1999) or on rural youth in
comparison to metro youth (Israel et el. 2001; Roscigno and Crowley 2001; Roscigno,
Tomaskovic-Devey, and Crowley, 2006; Smith, Beaulieu, and Seraphine, 1995). Only
limited research has exclusively examined rural youth (Dyk and Wilson 1999; Howley
2006; Singh and Dika 2003). As a large body of literature suggests, if social capital shapes
youth's educational outcomes, it may have important policy implications for rural youth.
This is because rural youth often experience unique forms of social capital such as long-
standing and supportive student–teacher relationships and close community-school
relationships, compared to suburban and urban youth (Lyson 2002; Schafft, Alter, and
Bridger 2006). Yet with a few exceptions for comparative studies involving rural, suburban,
and urban youth (e.g., Smith et al. 1995), few studies have empirically investigated how
social capital is related to educational aspirations of young adults in a rural setting.

In this article, we address these issues by investigating the relationship between social
capital and educational aspirations of rural youth, using data from a recent national survey of
rural high school students (N = 5,663). Obtaining such large-scale data on the rural youth
population across the country has been challenging (Capizzano and Fiorillo 2004). Several
studies have examined educational aspirations of rural youth but they involved only certain
regions, most notably the Appalachian region (Bajema, Miller, and Williams 2002;
Chenoweth and Galliher 2004; Dyk and Wilson 1999; Singh and Dika 2003). Although
these prior studies contribute to the literature on educational aspirations of rural youth,
generalizability is limited as rural communities significantly differ in ethnic composition,
occupational structure, and access to major cities (Johnson and Lichter 2010; Johnson and
Strange 2009; Lobao, Hooks, and Tickamyer 2007; Provasnik et al. 2007). In that regard,
drawing on data for rural high school students across 34 states, the current study may better
address how social capital is related to educational aspirations of rural youth.

Background
Definitions, Measures, and Effects of Social Capital

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1986) and American sociologist James Coleman (1988)
contributed to the initial theoretical development of the concept of social capital by
highlighting the benefits accruing to individuals or families from their social ties. Yet their
interpretations of the role of social capital with respect to social mobility are somewhat
different. For example, Bourdieu views social capital as a mechanism of social reproduction,
whereas Coleman sees social capital as positive social control that can collectively help
children's life chances (see Portes 1998 for review). In line with the Coleman's positive view
of social capital, Robert Putnam (1993), a political scientist, also contributed to the
theoretical development of social capital by expanding its concept to communities, cities,
and nations (see Portes 1998 and Dika and Singh 2002 for useful reviews). However, most
empirical work on social capital in the United States is built on Coleman's (1988) seminal
work. Given the quantitative nature of our study, we also draw on Coleman's work as well as
subsequent studies.

Coleman (1988:S100) defined social capital as capital inherent in “the relations among
persons,” which is separable from other forms of resources such as financial capital (e.g.,
income) and human capital (e.g., years of schooling). Following this notion, earlier studies
focused mainly on social capital available in the family but subsequent studies expanded
social capital views of educational attainment to school environments. Additionally, there
were important refinements in dimensions of social capital by including structural and
process components within each of these forms (Israel and Beaulieu 2004; Israel et al. 2001;
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Smith et al. 1995). In the following, we briefly describe these refinements of the concept of
social capital.

Family social capital—Within the family, social capital consists of relations among
family members, especially between parents and children (Coleman 1988). Social
interactions within the family, however, are shaped and constrained by structural features of
the family. In that regard, Coleman (1988) proposed several indicators that could measure
family social capital, including (a) family structure, (b) number of siblings, (c) mother's
expectation of the child's going to college, and (d) frequency of discussions with parents
about academic issues. Using data from High School and Beyond (HS&B), Coleman (1988)
investigated whether these measures of family social capital predicted children's high school
dropout. He found that children from two-parent and smaller families, as well as children
whose mother had higher educational expectations for them, were significantly less likely to
drop out of high school (Coleman 1988). Although Coleman's (1988) original work did not
find a significant relationship between frequency of discussions with parents and children's
high school dropout, numerous subsequent studies have shown that this measure of family
social capital positively shapes various educational outcomes, including academic
achievement (Crosnoe 2004; Israel et al. 2001), high school dropout (McNeal 1999), and
college enrollment (Kim and Schneider 2005).

Smith and colleagues (1995) refined the concept of family social capital by highlighting its
two important features: structure and process. According to Smith et al. (1995), structural
characteristics of family social capital include the presence of one or both parents and the
number of siblings because these family features determine the opportunity, frequency,
duration of parent-child interactions. Israel and colleagues (2001; see also Israel and
Beaulieu 2004) added the number of siblings who dropped out of school to the family
structural features. On the other hand, the process attributes of family social capital include
specific forms of interactions, such as parent-child discussion, parental involvement in their
adolescent's schooling, and parental educational expectations. Using data from the National
Education Longitudinal Study (NELS), Israel et al. (2001) found that these structural and
process attributes of family social capital mattered to youth's academic achievement.

School social capital—Pointing out parallels between home and school, several
researchers have extended the concept of family social capital to the school context
(Crosnoe 2004; Parcel and Dufur 2001, 2009). For example, Parcel and Dufur (2001, 2009;
see also Parcel, Dufur, and Zito 2010 for review) highlighted the importance of bonds
between parents and schools that can combine to facilitate educational outcomes. They
considered (a) private school, (b) teacher-student and counselor-student ratios, (c) various
dimensions of school environment (i.e., school social problems, school physical
environment, communicate, and teachers care), and (d) parental involvement in school
activities as measures of school social capital (Parcel and Dufur 2001). Using data from the
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Parcel and Dufur (2001) found a significant positive
effect of parental involvement at school and school environment on math achievement.

Israel and Beaulieu (2004) further refined the concept of school social capital by pointing to
its key structural attributes in terms of the composition of the student body (e.g., minority
enrollment) and school size (e.g., number of enrolled students). For the process features of
school social capital, they included (a) parental involvement in school organizations (e.g.,
PTA), (b) students' access to teachers outside class, and (c) the number of organizations in
which student is involved. Using data from the NELS, Israel and Beaulieu (2004) found that
these measures of school social capital shaped the likelihood of staying in school.
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Summary—Recent research elaborates Coleman's notion of social capital by identifying
different levels (i.e., family and school) and different features (i.e., structural and process
components) of social capital. In this study, drawing on these recent refinements of social
capital, we focus on the structural and process features of two forms of social capital (i.e.,
family social capital and school social capital). In the next section, we describe the
definitions of rural and several unique challenges facing rural youth as a group that may
have implications for their educational aspirations.

Definitions of Rural
There are numerous definitions of rural (Arnold et al. 2007; Rural Policy Institute 2006). In
the present study, rural is defined by the most recent development of the urban-centric locale
codes by the U.S. Census Bureau for the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
(NCES 2011), which classify schools into four major types based on their location in
relation to urban areas: city, suburban, town, and rural. In this classification system, schools
in rural (as well as town) categories are further classified by their distance from an urbanized
area or urban cluster, which include three categories: fringe, distant, and remote. Here, rural
fringe indicates a rural territory that is less than or equal to five miles from an urbanized area
as well as a territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an urban cluster; rural distant
indicates a rural territory that is more than five miles but less than or equal to 25 miles from
an urbanized areas as well as a territory that is more than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to
ten miles from an urban cluster; and rural remote indicates a rural territory that is more than
25 miles from an urbanized area and is also more than ten miles from an urban cluster
(Arnold et al. 2007).

Although following these latest refinements of the locale code system which has a number
of advantages in studying rural schools (NCES 2011), we acknowledge that considering
rural students (or schools) as a homogenous group can be still problematic because there is
great variability in occupational structure, median income, ethnic composition, population
density, geographical isolation, and school quality across rural communities in the United
States (Johnson and Lichter 2010; Johnson and Strange 2009; Lobao et al. 2007; Provasnik
et al. 2007). Unfortunately, the dataset used itself does not provide alternative measures of
rural other than the above locale categories. Thus, generalizations from our results should be
appropriately qualified. Meanwhile, we include all three rural locales (i.e., rural, fringe;
rural, distant; rural, remote) in the analyses that follow.1

Rural Youth and Educational Aspirations
Approximately nine million students attend public schools in rural areas (Johnson and
Strange 2009). These students represent 19% of the nation's total public school enrollment
and face a number of challenges as they prepare for the future, including high poverty,
geographic isolation, limited access to postsecondary educational institutions, and restricted
employment opportunities in their hometown communities. Specifically, poverty rates are
higher for youth in rural than in suburban and urban areas (Lichter and Johnson 2007; Save
the Children 2002), whereas postsecondary attainment rates are lower among parents of
children in rural areas than in suburban and urban areas (Provasnik et al. 2007). Parents of
children in rural areas also have lower educational expectations of their children (Roscigno
and Crowley 2001; Roscigno et al. 2006).

In addition, rural schools have long faced challenges in recruiting and retaining highly
effective teachers and leaders (Monk 2007; Provasnik et al. 2007). Likewise, many rural

1We conducted supplementary analyses for each locale to investigate potential variation in the role of social capital in educational
aspirations of rural youth across different rural locales but found little variation.
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communities have experienced a dramatic job loss with regards not only to technical and
business careers but to many agricultural occupations, which for generations have been the
mainstay of rural communities (Gibbs, Kusmin, and Cromartie 2005; Conger and Elder
1994; Lichter and McLaughlin 1995). All these socioeconomic challenges may have
detrimental effects on the educational aspirations of rural youth. Although economic
analyses are useful for understanding the lower educational aspirations of rural youth, such
approaches offer “little direction for educators and policymakers for how to affect changes
in educational processes and outcomes” (Singh and Dika 2003:114).

For this reason, recent research has begun to emphasize the social processes of rural
environments that may shape adolescents' educational aspirations above and beyond the
structural elements of rural families, schools, and communities (see Adedokun and
Balschweid 2008 for a synthesis review). For example, Howley (2006) argued that the lower
educational aspirations of rural adolescents may not be due to disadvantages associated with
rural life but to a response to the social interactive processes taking place within rural
families and communities. Specifically, rural youth's lower educational aspirations may
result from strong emotional attachments to their families and rural communities and from
their match with the low-skilled jobs available in their communities (Elder and Conger
2000; Elder, King, and Conger 1996; Howley 2006; Johnson, Elder, and Stern 2005). In
other words, rural youth may have higher aspirations for maintaining their connections to
their family, community, and rural lifestyle rather than pursuing more individualistic and
materialistic goals such as making as much money as possible (Howley 2006). However,
some rural youth who want to maintain connections their family, community, and rural
lifestyle may also have educational and occupational aspirations that are not available in
their area. These youth are apt to experience some tension and conflict over these seemingly
disparate goals (Elder and Conger 2000; Corbett 2009; Hektner 1995).

The preceding discussion highlights the complexity of ways in which the structural and
process features of social capital may shape rural youth's educational aspirations. Yet little is
known about how these measures of social capital are related to educational aspirations of
rural youth. Using data from a recent survey of high school students attending rural schools
across the United States, this study empirically investigates how the structural and process
components of social capital are associated with rural youth's educational aspirations. It
should be noted that the current research does not attempt to establish a causal relationship
between a particular structural or process feature of social capital and educational
aspirations of rural youth. Rather, we hope to offer empirical evidence on how the structural
and process elements of family social capital and school social capital shape educational
aspirations of rural youth.

Research Questions
Building on recent literature on social capital and rural youth, this study aims to address four
research questions:

1. Are the structural and procedural components of family social capital and school
social capital related to rural youth's educational aspirations beyond socioeconomic
and demographic characteristics?

2. If they are, to what extent do various forms of social capital matter? In other words,
to what extent does social capital account for the variation in educational
aspirations of rural youth?

3. In what ways do different levels of social capital relate to rural youth's educational
aspirations?
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4. Finally, how do different levels of social capital interact with sociodemographic
background (e.g., parental education, gender, race/ethnicity, etc.)?

Data And Methods
Data and Sample

The current study is part of a broader national investigation to examine students' school
adjustment and postsecondary aspirations in rural high schools in the United States. The
original sampling frame was limited to public rural high schools in all 50 states that were
currently in operation. As noted, rural schools were identified using the metro-centric locale
codes developed by the U.S. Census Bureau for the NCES with a basis on schools'
geographic location or proximity to an urbanized area as well as on population size and
density (NCES 2011). The rural schools in the original sample were further classified into
four subtypes based on locale code designations (i.e., small town, rural fringe, rural distant,
and rural remote), Rural Education Achievement Program, Small Rural School Achievement
(SRSL) Program, and Rural and Low-Income Schools (RLIS) Program with a special
emphasis on SRSL and RLIS. The schools in this sample were also classified into four
geographic regions (i.e., the Midwest, Northeast, South, and West) as established by the
U.S. Census Bureau.

Using this stratified sampling, 114 schools were randomly selected and contacted. Of these,
73 schools (11% from small town and 89% from rural locales) across 34 states agreed to
participate in this study. At the time of data collection, 16,295 students in grades 9-12 were
enrolled at these 73 study schools, and 8,754 students took part in the study by completing a
survey. The overall participation rate was 53.8%. However, one school in the study had an
extremely low participation rate (167/1883). Removing this school from the calculation
produces an overall participation rate of 59.6%. In addition, the study included 667 teachers
(59.5% female and 40.5% male) who completed surveys about themselves and students in
the study.

For the present investigation, we included only those students attending rural high schools
(i.e., excluding students attending high schools in small towns) for whom teachers and
school administrators completed surveys to obtain information about their educational
expectations for the student and perception of the extent to which parents and community
members were involved in school. In addition, we excluded Asian American students due to
small sample sizes (less than 1% of the total sample). We also excluded students who
answered “don't know” to the question asking for their educational aspirations (about 7% of
the total sample).2 This yielded an unweighted N of 5,663 students.

Measures
Educational aspirations—The measure of educational aspirations was based on the
question: “How far in school would you most like to go?” Original responses given were: 1
= less than high school graduation; 2 = high school graduation or GED only; 3 = attend or
complete a two-year school course in a community college, vocational, or trade school; 4 =
attend college but not complete a four-year degree; 5 = graduate from college; 6 = obtain a
master's degree or equivalent; 7 = obtain a Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree; and 8 =
don't know. Previous research treated measured educational aspirations as either continuous
(i.e., years of schooling) (e.g., Blackwell and McLaughlin 1999) or categorical (e.g., no
college vs. two-year vs. four-year college) (e.g., Schneider, Wyse, and Keesler 2007)

2We acknowledge the importance of the investigation of those students who said “don't know,” given that previous research finds they
are more likely to experience conflicting goals (Hektner 1995). But this subject goes beyond the scope of this study, and we hope to
investigate this issue in other work.
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variable or both (e.g., Goyette and Xie 1999). For our multivariate analysis, we treated
educational aspirations as a continuous variable by transforming them into years of
schooling (e.g., 2 = 12, 7 = 22), with the exclusion of the “don't know” category. The
primary rationale for using educational aspirations as a continuous rather than as a
categorical variable was that a relatively larger proportion of rural youth drop out of high
school or college (Roscigno and Crowley 2001; Roscigno et al. 2006).3

Family social capital—For the structural components of family social capital, we
included (a) family structure, (b) number of siblings, and (c) number of siblings dropping
out of high school. Family structure was measured by the student's report on whom the
respondent was living with at the time of the survey. We created the dichotomized variable
denoting two-parent families where both the mother and father were present. The number of
siblings was based on the question of how many brothers and sisters the respondent had.
Likewise, the number of dropout siblings was based on the question of how many brothers
and sisters had dropped out of school before graduating from high school. For the process
elements of family social capital, we included (a) parental expectations of the child to attend
college, (b) talk with parents about how to pay for college, and (c) discussion with parents
about careers and work. Parental expectations of the child to attend college were based on
the student's respond to the question of how disappointed your father (or male guardian) and
mother (or female guardian) would be if he or she did not graduate from college. Ranges of
original responses were from 1 (not at all disappointed) to 6 (very disappointed). These
original responses were included as a continuous variable whose higher values indicate a
greater extent of parents expecting the child to attend college. The measure of talk with
parents about how to pay for college was based on four-point Likert scales of frequency (1 =
never, 2 = once or twice, 3 = three to five times, 4 = more than five times) regarding the
question of how often during the past year the student had talked with parents about how to
pay for college. The measure of discussion with parents about careers and work was based
on the same four-point Likert scales about the question of how often the student discussed
with parent(s)/guardian(s) about careers and work.

School social capital—For the structural components of school social capital, we
included (a) proportion of students on free lunch, (b) proportion of minority students, and (c)
school size (measured by the total number of enrolled students from pre-kindergarten
through grade 12). While all these measures of the structural components of school social
capital came from the Common Core of Data developed by the NCES, we transformed
school by the logarithm function to resemble a normal distribution. For the process
components, we included (a) percent of parents involved in school activities and (b) the
degree of community members involved in school. Both the percent of parents involved in
school activities and the degree of community members involved in school (1 = not at all, 2
= somewhat, 3 = very much) were reported by each school administrator. In addition, we
included (c) teacher's educational expectations for the student as a measure of the process
feature of school social capital. Teachers' educational expectations for the student were
based on the teachers' response to the question of how far in school they thought each
student would go. Original responses given were the same as those for the measure of
students' educational aspirations and were transformed into years of schooling (e.g., 1 = 11,
7 = 22).

Controls—Educational aspirations and plans are shaped not only by social influences but
by individual background characteristics, including socioeconomic background, gender, and

3We conducted a series of multinomial regression with a categorical variable and found few differences in the overall findings.
Results (not shown) from multinomial analysis are available upon request from the authors.
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race/ethnicity (Goyette and Xie 1999; Kao and Tienda 1998; Rojewski 1999; Trusty 1998),
as well as by community characteristics such as college proximity (Turley 2009). Without
controlling for these variables associated with educational aspirations, it is not possible to
obtain the credible relationship between various forms of social capital and rural youth's
educational aspirations. Therefore, drawing on literature, we included a variety of control
variables such as (a) parental education, (b) economic hardship, (c) gender, (d) race/
ethnicity, (e) grade level, (f) college proximity, and (g) rural locales. Parental education was
based on the student's report on the highest level of parental education (years of education).
Perceived family economic hardship assessed the constraints felt by the adolescent relating
to the difficulty of paying bills and struggles with having enough money to buy items for the
family (Conger et al. 1999; Wadsworth and Compas 2002), and was measured using three
items (average) with five-point scales of never-all of the time to the statements: (a) there is
not enough money in my family to pay bills; (b) we don't have enough money in my family
for things that are important; and (c) we don't have enough money to buy things my family
needs or wants.4 Gender was measured by the student's sex (female = 1). Race/ethnicity was
measured by students' self-reported race/ethnicity.5 Grade level was based on the student's
current grade. College proximity was measured by a distance to the closest college or
university (miles) and came from the 2004-05 NCES Common Core of Data. As described
above, rural locales included fringe, distant, and remote (reference category).

Analytic Strategies
To answer the research questions, we first completed preliminary descriptive analyses. Then
we conducted a series of ordinary least square (OLS) regression analyses to systematically
investigate the relationships between social capital and educational aspirations.6

Specifically, we estimated the six models. For the first four models, we subsequently entered
(a) family structural social capital (Model 1), (b) family process social capital (Model 2), (c)
school structural social capital (Model 3), and (d) school process social capital (Model 4)
variables. The aim was to investigate how the structural and process components of family
and school social capital worked together to shape rural youth's educational aspirations, and
results from these first four models would allow for a more nuanced understanding of the
relationships between different levels and dimensions of social capital and rural youth's
educational aspirations.7 Next, we added the control variables to determine whether the
relationships between social capital indicators and educational aspirations, if any, held even
after controlling for other socioeconomic and demographic background (Model 5). Finally,
we included a series of interaction terms between social capital indicators and background
variables to evaluate variation in the relationship between social capital and educational
aspirations of rural youth by the background variables (Model 6). Although we assessed all
possible combinations of social capital indicators and background variables, we present only
those interaction terms that were statistically significant.

To address missing data for the control variables (see Table 1), we employed a multiple
imputation technique with the ice option in the Stata software package (Royston 2004). We
generated five data sets with five sets of imputed values and averaged the coefficients and

4Reliability statistics (Cronbach's alpha) were .879, and item factor loadings ranged from .889 (items 1 and 3) to .920 (item 2).
5Respondents were given the option of selecting one or more race categories to indicate racial identities, which led to a higher
proportion of a multiracial group (see Table 1). Because of the nature of the questions asked, our data on race/ethnicity are not directly
comparable with data from a series of studies administered by the NCES, including the NELS.
6We conducted multilevel analysis, often referred to as Hierarchical Linear Models (HLM) (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002), to assess
within and between school variation in educational aspirations among rural youth. We found that 97% of the total variance was
attributable to the student level;, while only 3% attributable to the school level (results not shown but available upon request from the
authors). This suggested that the use of HLM offers little advantages over OLS regression. Thus, we report the results from OLS
regression.
7We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this useful analytic strategy.
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standard errors from analyses across the five data sets using the mim option in Stata
(Royston 2004). To address the nested nature of the current data (i.e., students within
sampled schools), we used the cluster option in Stata, which generates robust standard errors
by downwardly adjusting for the inflated standard errors resulting from the violation of the
independent errors assumption (Rogers 1993).

Results
Descriptive Findings

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the variables included in the analyses. Briefly
described, a majority of student participants indicated they would aspire to a four-year
college education or above (M = 16.9). In terms of family social capital, 53% of the 5,663
student participants came from two-parent families. On average, student participants had
three siblings.8 In addition, they perceived a high degree of their parents expecting them to
have a college education and talked with their parents about college three to five times on
average during the preceding year.

In terms of school social capital, the sampled students on average attended a school where
35% of the student body used a free-lunch program and 26% of the students were minorities,
and whose average number of students from pre-kindergarten through grade 12 (i.e., school
size) was 863 (= exp [6.76]) students. On average, teachers of the sampled students expected
their students to have more than a two-year college education (M = 14.6). School
administrators on average indicated that 46% of their students' parents were involved in
school activities and that their community members were somewhat involved in school.

Finally, in terms of socioeconomic background, the student participants indicated that the
level of their parents' education was slightly less than a two-year college. In terms of gender
and race, 53% were female and 67% were White. In terms of grade levels, 28% were ninth
graders; 28% were 10th graders; 25% were 11th graders; and 20% were 12th graders. The
average distance to the closest college or university was 42.4 miles. In terms of rural locales,
2% were rural fringe; 44% were rural distant; 54% were rural remote.

OLS Regression Results
Table 2 presents the estimated coefficients for the six OLS regression models predicting
rural youth's educational aspirations. As indicated previously, we first included the family
structure social capital variables only (Model 1). Results suggested that coming from two-
parent family was associated with higher educational aspirations, whereas having more
siblings dropping out of school was associated with lower educational aspirations. The
number of siblings was not significantly related to educational aspirations.

Next, we included the family process social capital variables (Model 2). Results indicated
that all family process social capital variables were significantly related to educational
aspirations of rural youth. Specifically, perceiving high expectations to go to college from
parents, talking with parents about how to pay for college, and discussion with parents about
careers and work were all positively related to educational aspirations of rural youth. When
the family process social capital variables were taken into account (Model 2), there was no

8We acknowledge that the average number of siblings for our rural sample (i.e., 2.89) is larger than that reported by other research on
rural students. For example, using data from the Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS), Irvin, Byun, and Hutchins (2011) found that
the average number of siblings for the rural subsample was 2.23. However, the data used for the present study may not be directly
comparable with data from other national studies such as ELS, given that the way our rural students were sampled differed from that
used for ELS. In fact, the ELS data are representative of all U.S. sophomore students in 2002 but they may not be nationally
representative of the rural students. This may be also true for our study. Accordingly, our results should be interpreted with caution.
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significant relationship between family structure and educational aspirations of rural youth.
In addition, the extent to which the number of siblings dropping out of school was related to
educational aspirations was substantially reduced, even though the relationship remained
significant.

In Model 3, we additionally introduced the school structural social capital variables. Results
suggested that attending a school with higher proportions of minority students as well as a
larger school was associated with higher educational aspirations. However, the proportion of
students on free lunch was insignificantly related to rural youth's educational aspirations. In
Model 3, the relations between family social capital and educational aspirations largely
remained the same as seen in the Model 2.

In Model 4, we added the school process social capital variables. Results suggested that
teacher's educational expectations for the student was positively associated with educational
aspirations of rural youth. However, parental and community involvement in school were
insignificantly related. When the school process social capital variables were taken into
account (Model 4), the relationship between the number of siblings dropping out of school
and educational aspirations became insignificant, whereas the relationship between the
number of siblings and educational aspirations became significant. Discussion with parents
about career and work also became an insignificant predictor, whereas parental educational
expectations and taking with parents about how to pay for college remained significant
predictors. The proportion of minority students and school size also remained significant
predictors of educational aspirations of rural youth.

In Model 5, we added controls for sociodemographic background, grade level, college
proximity, and locales to examine whether the relationship between social capital indicators
and educational aspirations of rural youth held even after controlling for these variables.
Results showed that parental educational expectations, talking with parents about how to pay
for college, school size, and teacher's educational expectations were significantly related to
educational aspirations of rural youth even after controlling for the other variables.
However, the number of siblings and the proportion of minority students were no longer
significantly related when the other variables were taken into account. Among the control
variables, only parental education, gender, multiracial origins, and grade level were
significantly related to educational aspirations of rural youth. Specifically, higher levels of
parental education were associated with higher educational aspirations of rural youth.
Female and multiracial students showed higher educational aspirations than did male and
White students, respectively. On the other hand, 11th and 12th graders showed lower
educational aspirations than did ninth graders. Family economic hardship, college proximity,
and locales were insignificant predictors.

Finally, we additionally included a set of interaction terms to examine how the relationship
between social capital indicators and educational aspirations varied by the background
controls (Model 6). As noted above, although we assessed all combinations of the social
capital and background variables, we present only the interaction terms that were
statistically significant. Results suggested that rural youth from two-parent families had
higher educational aspirations especially when their parents had higher levels of education.
Results also suggested that rural boys, when compared to their female counterparts, had
higher educational aspirations, especially when their teachers had higher educational
expectations for them.
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Discussion
In this study, drawing on recent national survey data for rural high school students, we
investigated how social capital was related to rural youth's educational aspirations. Our
results showed that students who perceived that their parents expect them to attend college
and who had more-frequent discussions with their parents about college had significantly
higher educational aspirations, even after controlling for the sociodemographic variables. In
addition, our results showed that teacher's educational expectations for students were
positively related to educational aspirations of rural youth, even after controlling for the
background variables. These findings were consistent with previous literature on social
capital (Coleman 1988; Israel et al. 2001; Parcel and Dufur 2001, 2009; Parcel et al. 2010;
Smith et al. 1995; Sun 1999), suggesting that the process features of family and school
social capital play an important role in shaping educational aspirations of rural youth beyond
socioeconomic and demographic background.

On the other hand, we found little evidence suggesting that the number of siblings and the
proportions of students eligible for free lunch and of minority students are related to
educational aspirations of rural youth, after controlling for the other variables. These
findings are inconsistent with prior research suggesting that students from large family
settings tend to have lower educational aspirations than do students from small family ones
(Coleman 1988; Israel et al. 2001), and that students attending a poor school and with a high
proportion of minority students tend to have lower educational aspirations than students
attending an affluent school and with a low proportion of minority students (Israel et al.
2001; Sun 1999).9 Although more research is needed to understand these findings, the
absence of the significant relation of these structural features of family social capital and
school social capital to rural youth's educational aspirations may be attributable to some
unique features of rural settings. In many cases, rural young adults, especially those who are
talented, need to leave their families and home communities to seek educational and
employment opportunities (Carr and Kefalas 2009; Corbett 2007; Crockett, Shanahan, and
Jackson-Newsom 2000; Gibbs 1998). As a result, rural youth are more likely than nonrural
youth to experience conflicting goals (Corbett 2009; Elder et al. 1996; Hektner 1995;
Johnson et al. 2005). Specifically, rural youth often desire to live near their parents but also
believe their educational and economic futures are in metropolitan areas (Donaldson 1986;
Schafft, Petrin, and Meece, under review). In this situation, rural youth who grow up in
families with strong parental support or attend a school with strong school support may
prefer staying in their communities and lower their educational aspirations to match
educational and occupational opportunities in their communities (Howley 2006). In contrast,
rural youth who have weak family ties may report higher educational aspirations because
they desire to leave for better educational and employment opportunities elsewhere
(Bjarnason and Thorlindsson 2006; Elder et al. 1996; Johnson et al. 2005). Though the
ethnographic work by Carr and Kefalas (2009) found that few talented rural youth who
planned on leaving intended to return, recent research with a large diverse sample of rural
youth provided some compelling findings. Specifically, high-achieving rural youth did not
want to leave their community more than other rural youth. However, high-achieving rural
youth planned to leave their community to gain important skills, but they planned to return
and utilize those skills to better their community (Schafft et al. under review). Taken
together, our findings suggest that geographic context (e.g. rural residence) may play an
important role of social capital in shaping youth's education aspirations (Crockett et al.
2000).

9The lack of the significant relationship between school structure social capital indicators and educational aspirations of rural youth
may be due to truncated distributions relative to those in other studies which were comprised of national samples with urban,
suburban, and rural students. We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this insight.
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However, our findings of the absence of the significant relation of many structural features
of family social capital and school social capital to rural youth's educational aspirations
should not be regarded as evidence suggesting that these influences are unimportant. For one
thing, our results showed that youth from two-parent families had higher educational
aspirations than did youth from single-parent or other nontraditional families before
controlling for the family process social capital variables (Model 1), even though there was
no significant differences in educational aspirations of rural youth between students from
two-parent families and students from nontraditional families after controlling for the family
process social capital variables (Model 2). This finding may indicate that coming from two-
parent families may indirectly influence educational aspirations of rural youth by
determining the quantity and quality of family process social capital (e.g., discussion with
parents about college). In fact, two-parent families typically have more resources to help
children achieve their educational goals (McLanahan and Percheski 2008). For another, we
found that school size was significantly related to educational aspirations of rural youth,
which is consistent with some prior research indicating the benefits of attending a large
school for educational achievement (Schneider et al. 2007; Sun 1999).

Finally, the results revealed some interactive effects involving social capital at home and
school (Model 6). For example, students from two-parent families had higher educational
aspirations especially when their parents had high levels of education. This finding suggests
that two-parent families and parental education may combine to boost rural youth's
educational aspirations when both are high. In contrast, rural youth may be especially
handicapped when they grow up in a nontraditional family setting and their parental
education is low. The finding may reflect increasing marital homogamy and suggest its
potential inter-generational consequences. In addition, we found that teacher expectations
were more strongly related to rural boys' than girls' educational aspirations. But the results
also showed that rural girls had higher educational aspirations than did rural boys, which is
consistent with recent studies revealing that adolescent girls are more likely than boys to
report higher educational and occupational aspirations (Chenoweth and Galliher 2004; Elder
and Conger 2000; Elder et al. 1996). These findings suggest “compensating effects,” where
both being female and having teachers with high expectations are assets but they trade off in
their effects. In contrast, males can benefit from having teachers with high expectations in
terms of higher educational aspirations. Together, the findings suggest that the “advantage”
of some family and school social capital variables (e.g., a two-parent family and teachers'
educational expectations) may be moderated by sociodemographic background (e.g., level of
education and gender).

The present study has several limitations that need to be addressed. First, data on which the
current study drew were obtained from the cross-sectional survey and they do not contain
prior educational aspirations. Accordingly, with the current data set, it is difficult to
establish the causal relationships between social capital and educational aspirations. In
addition, although this study revealed that a considerable portion of rural youth aspired to a
college degree, it remains to be seen the extent to which rural youth will eventually achieve
their educational goals. A longitudinal study investigating the relationships among rural
youth's educational aspirations, social capital, and eventual educational attainment will
contribute to an understanding of the role of social capital in rural youth's educational
aspirations and attainment.

Second, the current study focused on the role of family and school social capital. An
important goal was to examine the predictive influence of both structural and process
attributes in shaping youth's educational aspirations. Yet the study revealed significant grade
level differences in rural youth's educational aspirations that need further examination.10

The study also revealed significant ethnic differences in educational aspirations, even when
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differences in family and school capital were controlled. Because adolescence is important
time for exploring ethnic identity (Phinney 1989), we were not surprised that 12% of the
youth indicated more than one ethnic category. These youth were represented in the
multiracial category in the analyses, and this category was a significant positive predictor of
educational aspirations, after family and school social capital were controlled. Currently,
research on ethnically diverse youth within rural communities is very sparse, even though
the ethnic diversity of rural communities is growing (Johnson and Lichter 2010). Thus, an
important objective for future rural research is to examine the social processes by which
ethnicity shapes rural youth's future.

Last but not least, this study considered only limited measures of social capital. Previous
research suggests that rural youth's educational aspirations also are shaped by a number of
other social resources, including relationships with friends, other adults, and teachers
(Cairns et al. 1988; Farmer et al.2006; Trusty 1998; Wilson and Wilson 1992). For example,
a recent study showed that rural students had a higher level of community social resources
(e.g., parental-parental interaction, student church attendance) compared to nonrural students
and in turn benefited from these community social resources in terms of college degree
attainment (Author et al. 2011). As such, examining the influence of other forms of school
and community social capital on rural youth's educational aspirations is particularly
important due to the possible role of school and community social capital in mediating the
adverse effect of economic hardship on rural youth's educational aspirations. Future studies
investigating the role of other forms of school and community social capital thus may offer
important insights to policymakers to better design school and community programs in rural
areas. More research is also needed to understand the complexity of social capital in
educational aspirations of rural youth, as the impact of “pull” and “push” forces may differ
in a rural setting, depending on sociodemographic background (Blackwell and McLaughlin
1999; Crockett et al. 2000; Wilson, Peterson, and Wilson 1993).
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Table 1
Description of Variables and Summary Statistics (N = 5,663)

Variable M SE % imputed

Dependent variable

 Educational aspirations 16.94 0.04 0.0

Independent variables

Family social capital

Structural attributes

 Two-parent family 0.57 0.01 0.0

 Number of siblings 2.89 0.02 1.1

 Number of siblings high school dropout 0.41 0.02 1.8

Process attributes

 Parents expect child to attend college 4.67 0.02 3.3

 Talk with parents about how to pay for college 2.43 0.01 7.6

 Discuss with parents about careers and work 3.00 0.01 6.0

School social capital

Structural attributes

 Proportion of students on free lunch 0.39 0.00 10.4

 Proportion of minority students 0.26 0.00 5.4

 School size (logged) 6.76 0.01 0.0

Process attributes

 Teacher's educational expectations for the student 14.56 0.03 12.0

 Percent of parents involved in school activities 45.60 0.36 13.4

 Degree of community involvement in school 2.17 0.01 11.9

Controls

Parental education 13.56 0.04 10.6

Family economic hardship 1.80 0.01 5.9

Female 0.53 0.01 0.0

 Race/ethnicity 0.0

 White 0.67 0.01

 Black 0.08 0.00

 Hispanic 0.09 0.00

 Native American 0.04 0.00

 Multiracial 0.12 0.00

Grade 0.0

 9th 0.28 0.01

 10th 0.28 0.01

 11th 0.25 0.01

 12th 0.19 0.01

College proximity 42.44 0.41 0.0

Locales 0.0

 Rural, fringe 0.02 0.00
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Variable M SE % imputed

 Rural, distant 0.44 0.01

 Rural, remote 0.54 0.01
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