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Rurality, Social Capital, and College Completion 
ABSTRACT

This study examines how the relationship between social capital and bachelor’s degree completion varies depending on two types of communities (rural vs. nonrural), using data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study. Five forms of social capital are considered:  family structure, number of siblings, parent-child discussion, parent-parent interaction, and parental educational expectations. Results show that although adolescents from nontraditional families are less likely than those from traditional families to earn a bachelor’s degree, rural adolescents from nontraditional families are relatively less likely than their nonrural counterparts to suffer educational disadvantage. Unique rural environments including strong kinship bonds and social ties among members may offset the negative influence of nontraditional family arrangements on college success.  
Rurality, Social Capital, and College Completion 

Over the past three decades, there has been an increase in educational attainment for young adults in rural areas (Gibbs 2003). In 2000, approximately 16 percent of nonmetro adults age 25 and older graduated from a four-year college, which is more than double the 1970 rate (Gibbs 2003). However, rural-nonrural disparities persist especially with respect to bachelor’s degree attainment. In 2004, only 12 percent of adults (ages 25-34) in rural areas had a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared with 34 percent each in cities and suburbs (Provansik et al. 2007). Narrowing the rural-nonrural gap in postsecondary attainment is important as college degrees have increasingly become a standard requirement for many jobs in the United States.
Social capital may be a possible solution to bridge the rural-nonrural gap. Numerous studies document the significance of social capital for various educational outcomes including academic achievement (e.g., grades, test scores) (Israel, Beaulieu, and Hatless 2001; Morgan and Sørensen 1999; Muller 2001; Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell 1999; Sun 1998) and educational attainment (e.g., high school graduation, college enrollment) (Hofferth, Boisjoly, and Duncan 1998; Kim and Schneider 2007; Muller and Ellison 2001). As a considerable body of evidence suggests, if social capital makes a difference, it may have important implications for disadvantaged students such as rural youth who tend to have lower educational aspirations and achievement than their nonrural counterparts (Cobb, McIntire, and Paratt 1989; Haller and Vickler 1993; Hu 2003; Rojewski 1996). 
However, while a great deal of research has examined the role of social capital for disadvantaged and minority youth in an urban setting, only limited research has focused on its role for rural youth (Dika and Singh 2002). The relative lack of attention to the role of social capital for rural adolescents may be understandable in part because traditional rural families and communities are believed to be high in social capital (Coleman 1988). In general, rural families are more likely than nonrural families to have “traditional” family arrangements where both mother and father are present (Dyk and Wilson 1999). By definition, rural communities are small and they have long been known for strong ties and well-established social networks (Elder and Conger 2000; Glendinning et al. 2003; Howley 2006). These unique features of rural families and communities suggest a condition in which “a set of effective sanctions that can monitor and guide behavior” (Coleman 1988:S107) are easily implemented and that may provide additional social resources to adolescents. Little is known about the role of social capital in rural adolescents’ educational attainment, especially postsecondary attainment, as compared to its role for their nonrural counterparts. 
In this article, we address this issue by examining how the relationship between measured social capital and bachelor’s degree completion varies by rurality. We draw on data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study (or NELS). Our rationale for choosing NELS data over other more recent datasets such as the Education Longitudinal Study (ELS) is that although the ELS has followed a more recent cohort since 2002, its second follow up (2006) does not yet provide data that can be used to examine postsecondary persistence and attainment. In other words, no U.S. longitudinal high school sample but the NELS that follows students from high school to postsecondary education is currently available. The current study is intended to extend previous research by examining how social capital differentially promotes adolescent’s college completion, depending on place of residence (i.e., rural vs. nonrural).
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Definitions, Measures, and Role of Rurality 

Definitions of rurality vary across statistics agencies (see John 2008; also see Cromartie 2009). The Bureau of the Census (2002) defined an urbanized area that has a population of at least 50,000 and a population density exceeding 1,000 people per square mile, while referring to ‘rural’ as not classified as urban. The 2000 Office of Management of Budget (OMB) defined a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) as a city with 50,000 or more inhabitants or an urbanized area (defined by the Bureau of the Census) with at least 50,000 inhabitants and a total MSA population of at least 100,000; nonmetro (or rural) is any county not included in a MSA. In 2006, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) released the new locale classification system with four major locale categories − city, suburban, town, and rural (see Exhibit A in Provansik et al. 2007). In this study, as we analyze NELS data, the operational definition for “ruality” or rural residence is measured by school location where schools are outside of MSAs defined by Quality Education Data and NELS (Lippman, Burns, and McArhur 1996). 

Despite variation in its definitions and measures, the term rural shares common “images of farms, ranches, villages, small town, and open spaces” (Cromartie 2009:29). Likewise, rural communities are highly diverse, but share some characteristics including strong kinship bonds and social ties (Elder and Conger 2000; Glendinning et al. 2003; Howley 2006). Rural schools also vary, but share several features, including small size, strong community-school connections, supportive teacher-student relations, and low rates of school crime and violence, with many positive benefits for youth (Elder and Conger 2000; Johnson and Strange 2007). These rural arrangements may enhance the formation of social capital and, in turn, offer additional social support for rural youth. 

However, recent rural socioeconomic and demographic changes may have consequences for the development of social capital in rural communities (Crockett, Shanahan, and Jackson-Newsom 2000). While rural poverty rates are significantly higher than those in nonrural settings (O’Hare 2009; Rogers 2005), discrepancies in rural and urban poverty have been increasing since the last 1990s (O’Hare 2009). Rural children are now increasingly living in nontraditional family arrangements (O’Hare and Churilla 2008). Many rural communities have experienced a dramatic job loss with regards not only to technical, business, and other professional careers, but also to many service, labor, or agricultural occupations, which have been the mainstay of rural communities for generations (Conger and Elder 1994; Gibbs, Kusmin, and Cromartie 2005; Hobbs 1994; Lichter and McLaughlin 1995). Rural schools similarly face a number of challenges in meeting the needs of their students. Rural schools have long had difficulties in recruiting and retaining certified and highly qualified teachers and leaders (Monk 2007; Provasnik et al. 2007; Roscigno and Crowley 2001). Students in rural schools have significantly fewer opportunities to take advanced placement (AP) courses, compared to their counterpart in nonrural schools (Graham 2009). 

These socioeconomic and educational challenges may have consequences for postsecondary entry and attainment of rural youth. While numerous studies document the socioeconomic gap in postsecondary enrollment and completion (Adelman 1999, 2006; Bozick 2007; Cabrera, La Nasa, and Burkum 2001; Goldrick-Rab 2006; Sewell and Hauser 1972; Walpole 2003), research shows that high school sources such as academic coursework matter in the transition to college and subsequent performance, net of individual and family characteristics (Adelman 1999, 2006; Goldrick-Rab 2007). Using data from the NELS, Adelman (2006) found that students who took advanced levels of courses in math, science, and foreign language are disproportionally likely to enter a four-year institution and perform better in college. However, relatively little is known about how relatively well (or poor) rural adolescents perform in college and the extent to which rural adolescents complete college degrees once they are enrolled in postsecondary education, compared to their nonrural counterparts. In this study, we address this issue by investigate rural-nonrural disparities in college performance and completion. 
Definitions, Measures, and Effects of Social Capital
Although French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1986) also contributed to the initial theoretical development of the concept of social capital, most empirical work in the United States is built on James Coleman’s (1988) seminal work (see the discussion in Dika and Singh 2002; also see Portes 1998). Coleman (1988:S100) defined social capital as capital that consists of “the relations among persons,” separable from other forms of resources such as financial capital (e.g., income) and human capital (e.g., years of schooling). Within the family, social capital consists of relations among family members, especially between parents and their children (Coleman 1988). Social interactions within the family are shaped and constrained by structural features of the family. 
Coleman (1988) proposed several indicators that tap family social capital, including (1) family structure, (2) number of siblings, (3) mother’s expectation of the child’s going to college, and (4) frequency of discussions with parents. Using data from High School and Beyond (HS&B) survey, Coleman (1988) investigated whether these measures of family social capital predicted children’s educational outcomes such as high school dropout (also see Coleman and Hoffer 1987). He found that children from two-parent and smaller families were less likely to drop out of high school. Mother’s educational expectations also predicted dropout. Although Coleman’s (1988) original work did not find that frequency of discussions with parents were related, numerous subsequent studies have shown that this makes a difference in various educational outcomes including academic achievement (Israel et al. 2001), dropout (McNeal 1999), and college enrollment (Kim and Schneider 1995) (see Dika and Singh 2002 for a literature review). 
Smith, Beaulieu, and Seraphine (1995) refined the concept of family social capital by highlighting its two important features: (1) structure and (2) process. According to Smith et al. (1995), the family structural characteristics include the presence of one or both parents and number of siblings as these determine the opportunity, frequency, duration of parent-child interactions. On the other hand, the process attributes of social capital include specific forms of interactions such as parent-child discussion and parental educational expectations. Using NELS data, Israel et al. (2001) found that these structural and interactive attributes of family social capital matter to youth’s academic achievement.
Although a considerable boy of literature has examined the role of social capital in students’ K-12 learning outcomes and postsecondary enrollment, few studies have investigated beyond postsecondary entry. Consequently, relatively little is known about the role that social capital plays in college and how it varies by rurality. There has been some speculation about the possible varying role of social capital in college success by rurality. Dowey (1985) noted that rural adolescents come from an environment which requires active and continuous social involvement and they can thus fit well in the university community, highlighting the importance of social capital for rural adolescents in college success..
If rural institutional features including strong kinship bonds and social ties may generate additional social support for their youth’s school success, they may offset the influence of family economic hardship and insufficient school resources. In other words, unique rural family and community arrangements may enable rural students to develop greater feelings of school belonging and stronger self-perceptions of their academic abilities, which in turn may lead to college success (Edington and Koehler 1987). The result would be a greater effect of social capital for rural adolescents than for nonrural adolescents. Yet, this proposition remains yet to be tested. Drawing on NELS data, we empirically investigate the possible differential influence of social capital on bachelor’s degree completion by rurality. 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Guided by social capital theory, the primary research questions addressed in this study include:

1. How well do social capital models explain variation in the college completion rates of rural and nonrural adolescents?

2. Is there a differential influence of social capital for rural and nonrural adolescents? 
DATA AND METHODS

Sample

We drew on data from the NELS, a large, nationally-representative data set. In 1988, the NCES drew random samples of approximately 25 eight graders in each of about 1,000 randomly selected middle schools. NELS followed these students through high school in 1990 and 1992, and beyond in 1944 and 2000 (at age 26 or 27).The NELS:88-00 panel consists of approximately 12,100 students. All of our measures came from the NELS:88-00 postsecondary transcript data containing more accurate information about postsecondary attainment. The exceptions are social capital variables (e.g., family structure, number of siblings), which we extracted from the 1994 wave and merged with the 88-00 transcript data. We restricted our sample to those students who participated in the 2nd (1992), 3rd (1994), and 4th (2000) follow-ups, ever attended at least one four-year institution, and had a complete transcript record (approx. n=6,000). Due to small sample sizes, we excluded American Indian/Alaska Native and multiracial students. Missing rurality identifiers and postsecondary information resulted in the final analytic sample of approximately 5,000 with rural youth being 27 percent. 
Measures

This study examines the relationship between social capital and bachelor’s degree completion, depending on two types of communities (rural vs. nonrural). Accordingly, the variables of interest are (1) bachelor’s degree completion, (2) place of residence, and (3) social capital. However, without controlling for other important variables associated with bachelor’s degree completion, it is not possible to obtain credible estimates of the influence of social capital on college completion. Accordingly, building on prior studies (e.g., Adelman 2006), we included a host of covariates as the control variables, including (1) demographic/socioeconomic background, (2) high school preparation, and (3) postsecondary experiences. A brief description of these variables follows.
College completion. The dependent variable is bachelor’s degree completion status and includes two states: non-completion and completion.  Non-completion refers to students who attended a postsecondary institution at any time after graduating from high school but had not earned a bachelor’s degree by 2000. Completion refers to students who attended a postsecondary institution at any time after graduating from high school and earned a bachelor’s degree by 2000. To identify students’ college completion status more accurately, we used postsecondary transcription data collected as part of the NELS. 

Rurality. As noted, we used the NELS’s operation definition of rurality measured by high school location. Original responses denoted (1) rural, (2) suburban, and (3) urban. We collapsed those into the dichotomous category (i.e., rural vs. nonrural).  
Social capital. Following Coleman’s (1988) work and other social capital literature (e.g., Israel et al. 2001; Smith et al. 1995), we considered five forms of social capital: (1) family structure, (2) the number of siblings, (3) parent-child discussion on academic issues, (4) parent-parent (of teen’s friend) interaction, and (5) parent educational expectations. All social capital variables were measured at grade 12 (1992). Family structure denotes whether students live in traditional families (i.e., two-parent families=0) or in nontraditional families (e.g., single-parent, or other forms of families=1). Parents reported the number of siblings that a student had at grade 12.  Parent-child discussion was measured by a standardized composite of responses (on a three-point scale of never-sometimes-often) to the statements regarding “how frequently during the past two years have you and/or your spouse/partner talked about the following with your (12th grade) teenager?”: (1) “selecting courses or programs at school”, (2) “school activities or events of particular interest to your teenager”, (3) “things your teenager has studied in class”, (4) “your teen’s graders”, and (5) “plans and preparation for ACT, SAT, or ASVAB”, (6) “applying to colleges or other schools after high school.” Parent-parent interaction was measured by a standardized composite of responses (on four-point scales of never-once or twice a month- once or twice a week-almost everyday) to the statements regarding “how often do you talk to the parents of your (12th grade) teenager's friends about each of the following topics”: (1) “things that are going on at your teenager’s school”, (2) “your teenager’s educational plans for after high school”, (3) “your teenager’s career plans.” Parental educational expectations were based on parents’ report of how far in school they wanted their teenager to go.  Original responses were 1=less than high school graduation, 2=high school graduation, 3=less than two years (vocational, trade, or business school after high school), 4=two years or more (vocational, trade, or business school after high school), 6= less than two years of college (college program), 7=two or more years of college, 8=finish college, 9=Master’s Degree or equivalent, and 10=Ph.D., M.D., or other progression degree. We collapsed these responses into the dichotomous categories: (1) some college or less and (2) bachelor’s degree and above. Some college or less is reference category.
Demographic/socioeconomic background.  For the demographic background, we included (1) gender and (2) race/ethnicity. Gender was measured by the student’s sex (female=1 vs. male=0). Race/ethnicity was measured by students’ self-reported race/ethnicity (Asian, Hispanic, black, and white). White students served as the reference group. For socioeconomic background, we included (1) parental education and (2) family income. Parental education was measured by the highest level of education that parents reported. Original responses were 1=less than high school graduation, 2=high school graduation, 3=some college, 4=bachelor’s degree, 5=master’s degree, 6=doctorate or other professional degree. We collapsed these responses into the dichotomous categories: (1) some college or less and (2) bachelor’s degree and above. Some college or less is reference category. Family income was based on the parent’s report of family income at grade 12. Original responses were 1=$75,000 or more, 2=$50,000 ~ $74,999, 3=$35,000 ~ $49,999, 4=$25,000 ~ $34,999, 5=$15,000 ~ $24,999, and 6=less than $15,000. We inversed and collapsed these categories into trichotomous categories: (1) less than $25,000, (2) $25,000 ~ $49,999, and (3) $50,000 or more. Less than $25,000 is the reference category. 
High school preparation. High school preparation was indicated by (1) tested ability and (2) curriculum intensity. Tested ability was measured by the math/reading composite score from the standardized test administered by the NELS during the 12th grade. Curriculum intensity taps the rigor of student’s high school curriculum on a five-quintile scale (1=highest quintile; 5=lowest quintile). The rigor was determined for multiple subjects (e.g., math, AP courses, English, foreighn language, etc.) by assessing both the quality of the courses taken and the number of hard courses taken (see Adelman 2006 for more information on the construction of this variable). We reversed the original categories and thus high values indicates high levels of curriculum intensity (1=lowest quintile; 5=highest quintile). 
Postsecondary experiences. A large body of research (Adelman 2006; Goldrick-Rab 2007) suggests that college experiences, especially first-year experiences, are important for bachelor’s degree attainment. For postsecondary education experiences, we included​ (1) the level of the first institution attended; (2) the selectivity of the first institution attended; (3) delay of entry; (4) type of enrollment, (5) first-year college GPA. The level of the first institution denotes whether students first attended a 2-year college (=0) vs. 4-year college (=1). Selectivity was measured by the selectivity of the first institution attended and provided by NELS. Original measures were 1=highly selective, 2=selective, 3=non-selective, 4=open-door, 5=unrated. We collapsed those into the dichotomous categories: (1) highly selective or selective and (2) otherwise. Delay of entry indicates whether students entered a college (1) within 7 months vs. (2) within 8-20 months vs. (3) after more than 20 months after high school graduation. We collapsed these original responses into the dichotomous categories: (1) with 7 months (no delay=0) and (2) within 8-20 months or more (delay=1). Part-time enrollment was the dichotomous indicator of whether student indicated ever enrolling in college at part-time (=1) rather than full-time (=0) intensity. Finally, the first-year college GPA was measured by the quintile version of the first calendar year GPA. We reversed the original categories (1=highest quintile; 5=lowest quintile) and thus high values indicates high levels of GPA (1=lowest quintile; 5=highest quintile).
Analytic Strategies 

We implemented two analytic strategies. First, we conducted a t-test or chi-square test for each of covariates, depending on their scales. The aim was to examine differences in social capital, individual characteristics, high school preparation, and postsecondary experiences between rural and nonrual adolescents. Second, using the logistic regression and the pooled sample, we analyzed the likelihood of earning a bachelor’s degree (vs. non-completion). For the logistic regression, we introduced four models. The first model included the rurality variable and social capital variables with the demographic/socioeconomic controls. The aim was to determine whether there were significant relationships between rurality and bachelor’s degree completion and between various measures of social capital and bachelor’s degree completion when demographic/socioeconomic backgrounds were held constant. The second model added the high school preparation variables, while the third model the postsecondary experiences variables. The aim was to examine whether observed relationships between between rurality and bachelor’s degree completion and between various measures of social capital and bachelor’s degree completion, if any, exist when other factors were taken into account. The final model introduced a series of interaction terms between rurality and social capital variables. Results of the final model examined the varying roles of social capital in bachelor’s degree attainment by rurality. 


In the multivariate models, we accounted for the initial sample clustering of students within schools using the NELS school identifier, and utilized the longitudinal second follow-up to fourth follow-up panel weight (F4F2P3WT). We used STATA to utilize its survey (svy) commands, which allow for adjusting for stratification, clustering and individual weighting (Broene and Rust 2000). We imputed missing data for family background and social capital measures only, through an alternative algorithm suggested by King and colleagues (2001). 

RESULTS 
Sample Characteristics    

Table 1 provides weighted descriptive statistics for the sample by rurality. The first row of Table 1 shows few unadjusted differences in bachelor’s degree completion status between rural and nonrural students. While 67 percent of rural students who ever attended a four-year institution after high school graduation earned a bachelor’s degree, a similar proportion (68%) of nonrural students did so. With respect to social capital measures, Table 1 shows few rural-nonrural differences except for parent-parent interaction. Specifically, 26 percent of rural students came from nontraditional families, while the corresponding rate was 27 percent for nonrural students. The average number of siblings was 4.24 and 4.31 for rural and nonrural students, respectively. Rural students show a relatively lower level of parent-child discussion (-.02), compared to nonrural students (.04), but the difference was insignificant. On the other hand, rural students have a relatively higher level of parent-parent interaction (.27), compared to their nonrural students (-.06).  This result may reflect relatively stronger ties in rural communities than in nonrural communities. 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE


Regarding demographic/socioeconomic background, results of Table 1 clearly show significant rural-nonrural disparities except for gender. 85 percent of rural students were white, while the corresponding proportion is 78 percent, showing a 7 percentage point difference. 6 percent of rural students were Hispanic and black, whereas the corresponding proportions of nonrural students were 7 percent and 9 percent, respectively. Only 2 percent of rural students were Asian, whereas 6 percent of nonrural youth were Asian. With respect to parental education, only 37 percent of rural students had parents who had a bachelor’s degree or more, whereas 50 percent of nonrural students did, showing a 13 percentage point difference. With respect to family income, only 39 percent of rural students were from families whose annual income was $50,000 or more, whereas the corresponding rate of nonrural students is 53 percent. In contrast, 23 percent of rural students were from families whose annual income was less than $25,000, whereas the corresponding rate of nonrural students was only 17 percent. No observable rural-nonrural differences were detected in gender.
Results of Table 1 also clearly show differences in high school preparation between rural and nonrural students. Although rural students performed as well as nonrural students (66.1 vs. 67.8), rural students tended to be exposed to the relatively lower level of curriculum intensity, compared to nonrural students (3.67 vs. 3.85). Some significant rural-nonrural differences in postsecondary experiences are also observed. A relatively smaller proportion of rural students enrolled in a selective college, compared to nonrural students (15% vs. 25%). On the other hand, a relatively larger proportion of rural students were full-time students, compared to nonrural students (75% vs. 66%). No significant differences are found in the level of the institutions first attended, delay of entry, and college GPA.  
Do Rurality and Social Capital Matter in College Completion?    

Table 2 presents results from the logistic regression predicting bachelor’s degree completion. Model 1 includes rurality and social capital with demographic/socioeconomic backgrounds held constant. Results show that while rurality is not a significant predictor of bachelor’s degree completion, not all but some forms of social capital are significant predictors. Students from nontraditional families are less likely than students from traditional families to earn a bachelor’s degree eight years after high school graduation. Parental educational expectations increase the odds of teenager’s earning a bachelor’s degree. Noteworthy in Model 1 is that all demographic/socioeconomic variables significantly predict the likelihood of completing college degrees. Female students are more likely than male students to attain a bachelor’s degree. Hispanic and black students are less likely than white students to earn a bachelor’s degree. Students with college educated parents and higher family incomes are more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree. 
TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE


Model 2 that added two high school preparation variables shows a somewhat different picture with respect to the role of social capital. Once high school preparation variables are taken into account, the sizes of coefficients of social capital measures reduce. For example, the coefficient of parental educational expectations declines from 1.035 to .589. The sizes of coefficients of demographic/socioeconomic background also decrease. This finding indicates that part of the relationship between social capital and demographic/socioeconomic background and college completion is attributable to differences in  high school preparation . A notable exception is parent-parent interaction. This parent-parent interaction variable is not statistically significant in Model 1, but is significant in Model 2. Despite a decline in their influence, family structure and parental educational expectations remains statistically significant. Both high school preparation variables are significant predictors of bachelor’s degree completion. 
Model 3 adds the college experience variables and presents several important results. First, when college experiences are controlled, parent-parent interaction and parent educational expectations are no longer significant predictors of bachelor’s degree completion. On the other hand, while family structure remains a significant predictor, number of siblings now significantly predicts the odds of earning a bachelor’s degree completion. Second, the influence of academic achievement is no longer statistically significant. Finally, all postsecondary experience variables but the levels of the institution first attended are significant predictors of bachelor’s degree completion. The selective four-year college entry as the first postsecondary education institution increases the odds of earning a bachelor’s degree. Both delayed college entry and part-time enrollment are associated with a decrease in the odds of college completion. The first college GPA significantly predicts the likelihood of college completion. 
Does the Role of Social Capital Vary by Rurality?    

Does the role of social capital in college completion vary by rurality? Model 4 in Table 2 addresses this question. Results show a significant interaction effect of family structure and rurality. While adolescents from nontraditional families are less likely than adolescents from traditional families, rural adolescents from nontraditional families are relatively less disadvantaged in college completion than nonrural adolescents from nontraditional families. In other words, nontraditional family arrangements tend to harm degree completion more for nonrural adolescents than rural adolescents. 


To examine possible differences in the determinants of degree completion, we conducted logistic regression using two subsamples unpooled by rurality and results are in Table 3.  Our supplemental analysis clearly shows that family structure matters only for nonrural adolescents. Results reveal other important findings. First, like family structure, family size (i.e., number of siblings) also matters for nonrural adolescents only. On the other hand, parental educational expectations significantly predict the odds of earning a bachelor’s degree only for rural adolescents. Second, the gender gap is observed only among nonrural adolescents. Third, the significant gap between Hispanic and white students is detected among rural adolescents. Finally, parental education matters for nonrural adolescents only. 
DISCUSSION
This study extends previous research in two important ways. First, in our examination of rural-nonrural disparities in bachelor’s degree attainment, we utilized longitudinal data. Previous research (e.g., Gibbs 2003; Provasnik et al. 2007) uses census data to estimate college completion rates for the rural population age 25 and older. Census data would be vulnerable to selection bias, given that many rural youth are likely to leave hometown and find a job in metropolitan area after college graduation (Howley and Gunn 2004). In that respect, our estimation using longitudinal data such as NELS is more robust. 

Second, we more explicitly examined rural-nonrural disparities in pathways to which adolescents take through postsecondary education and the ways in which social capital promote college success by rurality. Despite the importance evidence, few studies have systematically examined how well rural adolescents perform in college as compared to their nonrural counterparts and the extent to which differentially promote college completion by rurality. Thus, our findings offer important evidence on rural-nonrural differences in college completion as well as the differing role of social capital.     


Indeed, our empirical analysis reveals several important findings. One key finding is that there were few differences in bachelor’s degree attainment between rural and nonrual adolescents, suggesting that rural adolescents do not suffer disadvantage in college completion simply as the result of their attendance at rural schools. In fact, despite family economic hardship and the narrow curriculum, rural students perform as well as their nonrural counterparts in college. What accounts for this finding? This study offers some clues for the relative success of rural adolescents in postsecondary education. Above all, rural arrangements such as strong kinship bonds and social ties appear to offer additional social resources for disadvantaged rural adolescents. Our results show that rural adolescents from nontraditional families in a rural setting are as likely as their counterpart from traditional families to earn a bachelor’s degree. In contrast, adolescents from nontraditional families are far less likely than their counterpart from traditional families to complete a college degree in a nonrural setting. 
Recent cross-national comparisons of academic achievement show that the effects of single parenthood on children’s academic achievement vary across nations, depending on institutional arrangements for single-parent families (Hampden-Thompson and Pong 2005; Park 2007; Pong et al. 2003). Children from single-parent families are less likely to suffer educational disadvantage in a country where the extended family system support family members other than their own spouse and children (Lloyd and Blanc 1996; Pong 1996) or various single parenthood support services (e.g., publicly funded after-school programs, family and child allowances, housing subsidies) are available (Hampden-Thompson and Pong 2005). In contrast, children from single-parent families are at a greater risk for low parental care and in turn low academic achievement in countries which offer little public and educational support for the single-parent family (Hampden-Thompson and Pong 2005). Our finding that rural adolescents are relatively less disadvantaged in college completion, as compared to their nonrural counterparts adds to evidence supporting the notion that institutional arrangements matter in adolescents’ educational outcomes.  

Another key finding is that significant gaps in bachelor’s degree attainment exist between students from low-income families and students from high-income families. Consistent with previous research (Adelman 2006; Cabrera et al. 2001; Walpole 2003), our results demonstrate that students from low-income families are far less likely than students from high-income families to earn a college degree for both rural and nonrural adolescents. Thus, educational policy and programs designed to increase college completion in rural and nonrural areas alike should be more effective if they targeted youth from low-income families.  
One of the limitations of this study is that some students whose postsecondary attainment was incomplete within the data collection timeframe of this study may eventually earn a college degree, although it may take them a number of years to do so. These students are then likely to be counted as college completers. Thus, our estimates of the level of educational attainment may be subject to change, depending on the timespan of any longitudinal study carried out in future. A longitudinal study with a longer timespan may increase our understanding of the complex patterns of college persistence and completion.  
Another limitation is that this study included limited measures of social capital. Coleman (1988) suggested the number of moves (i.e., number of times child changed schools because of the family’s move) and the frequency of attendance at religious services as proximate indicators of community social capital.  Israel and Beaulieu (2004) refined Coleman’s concept of social capital by pointing to school social capital. They suggested parental involvement in school organization (e.g., PTA), how much student talks with teacher outside class, and number of organizations in which student is involved as the interactive features of school social capital. Using data from the NELS:88, Israel and Beaulieu (2004) found that these measures of school social capital increase the likelihood of staying in school. 
Examining the influence of school and community social capital is particularly important, given that social capital that exists within the family is often beyond the reach of educational policymakers. When adolescents experience economic hardship and social isolation, school and community resources play an especially important role in their development and future attainment (Comer et al. 1996; Flora and Flora 2003). Future studies investigating the role of other forms of school and community social capital will offer important insights to policymakers for the better design of both school and community programs in both rural and nonrual areas. 
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TABLES 
	Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Sample by Rurality 
	
	
	
	

	 
	All
	Rural 
	Nonrural
	Sig. Test

	
	Mean or Proportion
	SD
	Mean or Proportion
	SD
	Mean or Proportion
	SD
	χ2
	t-test

	Dependent Variables
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 Bachelor's Degree Completion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Non-completion
	.32
	
	.33
	
	.32
	
	.10
	

	   Completion
	.68
	
	.67
	
	.68
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Independent Variables 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Rurality  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Rural
	.27
	
	−
	
	−
	
	−
	

	   Nonrural
	.73
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Social capital 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Family structure
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Traditional family (omitted)
	.73
	
	.74
	
	.73
	
	.41
	

	   Nontraditional family 
	.27
	
	.26
	
	.27
	
	
	

	 Number of siblings
	4.29
	(.03)
	4.24
	(.04)
	4.31
	(.04)
	
	-1.14 

	 Parent-child discussiona
	.03
	(.02)
	-.02
	(.03)
	.04
	(.03)
	
	-1.58

	 Parent-parent interactiona
	.03
	(.02)
	.27
	(.03)
	-.06
	(.03)
	
	8.13***

	 Parent educational expectations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Some college or less (omitted)
	.04
	
	.04
	
	.04
	
	.55
	

	   Bachelor's degree or more
	.96
	
	.96
	
	.96
	
	
	

	Demographic / Socioeconomic background 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Gender
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Male (omitted)
	.47
	
	.46
	
	.48
	
	1.23
	

	   Female
	.53
	
	.54
	
	.52
	
	
	

	 Race/ethnicity 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	  Asian
	.05
	
	.02
	
	.06
	
	50.77***
	

	  Hispanic
	.07
	
	.06
	
	.07
	
	
	

	  Black 
	.08
	
	.06
	
	.09
	
	
	

	  White (omitted)
	.80
	
	.85
	
	.78
	
	
	

	 Parental education 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Some college or less (omitted)
	.54
	
	.63
	
	.50
	
	68.54***
	

	   Bachelor's degree or more
	.46
	
	.37
	
	.50
	
	
	

	 Family income 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   $24,999 or less  (omitted)
	.19
	
	.23
	
	.17
	
	83.32***
	

	   $25,000~$49,999
	.32
	
	.38
	
	.30
	
	
	

	   $50,000 or more
	.49
	
	.39
	
	.53
	
	
	

	High school preparation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 12th grade test score
	67.33
	(.60)
	66.10
	(.84)
	67.82
	(.76)
	
	-1.51

	 Curriculum intensity
	3.80
	(.03)
	3.67
	(.04)
	3.85
	(.04)
	
	-3.72***

	Postsecondary education experience
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Level of first institution attended
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   2-year
	.21
	
	.20
	
	.21
	
	.93
	

	   4-year
	.79
	
	.80
	
	.79
	
	
	

	 Selectivity
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   non-selective
	.78
	
	.85
	
	.75
	
	57.65***
	

	   Selective
	.22
	
	.15
	
	.25
	
	
	

	 Delay of entry
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   No delay
	.93
	
	.92
	
	.94
	
	5.73
	

	   Delay 
	.07
	
	.08
	
	.06
	
	
	

	 Type of enrollment
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   Full-time 
	.69
	
	.75
	
	.66
	
	34.16***
	

	   Part-time
	.31
	
	.25
	
	.34
	
	
	

	 College GPA
	3.10
	(.03)
	3.17
	(.05)
	3.07
	(.04)
	1.77
	 

	Data Source: NELS:88-00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Note: Data are weighted. 
	
	
	

	a. standardized score; b. 1=lowest quintile; 5=highest quintile
	
	
	
	


	Table 2. Logistic Regression Predicting Bachelor's Degree Completion 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 
	1
	2
	3
	4

	 
	Coef.
	 
	Robust Std. Err.
	Coef.
	 
	Robust Std. Err.
	Coef.
	 
	Robust Std. Err.
	Coef.
	 
	Robust Std. Err.

	 Rurality  
	.078
	
	(.112)
	.136
	
	(.117)
	-.073
	
	(.133)
	-1.291
	*
	(.624)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Social capital 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Nontraditional family (vs. traditional)
	-.382
	**
	(.127)
	-.366
	**
	(.124)
	-.358
	**
	(.120)
	-.525
	***
	(.149)

	 Number of siblings
	-.064
	
	(.038)
	-.076
	
	(.041)
	-.091
	*
	(.044)
	-.132
	*
	(.054)

	 Parent-child discussion
	.009
	
	(.048)
	-.033
	
	(.051)
	-.072
	
	(.063)
	-.064
	
	(.080)

	 Parent-parent interaction
	.102
	
	(.053)
	.113
	*
	(.055) 
	.102
	
	(.062)
	.101
	
	(.080)

	 Parent educational expectations
	1.035
	***
	(.212)
	.589
	*
	(.235)
	.525
	
	(.318)
	.392
	
	(.405)

	Interaction
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Nontraditional family *rurality
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.576
	*
	(.239)

	 Number of siblings*rurality
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.141
	
	(.079)

	 Parent-child discussion*rurality
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-.028
	
	(.126)

	 Parent-parent interaction*rurality
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-.002
	
	(.114)

	 Parent educational expectations*rurality
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.474
	
	(.535)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Individual characteristics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Female (vs. male)
	.612
	***
	(.104)
	.590
	***
	(.107)
	.268
	*
	(.119)
	.261
	*
	(.118)

	 Race/ethnicity (white omitted)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	  Asian
	.067
	
	(.264)
	-.005
	
	(.248)
	-.186
	
	(.346)
	-.173
	
	(.356)

	  Hispanic
	-.728
	***
	(.204)
	-.531
	**
	(.190)
	-.670
	**
	(.234)
	-.674
	**
	(.233)

	  Black 
	-.386
	*
	(.190)
	-.185
	
	(.216)
	-.217
	
	(.187)
	-.202
	
	(.187)

	 Parent has BA or more
	.854
	***
	(.120)
	.735
	***
	(.126)
	.502
	***
	(.127)
	.497
	***
	(.127)

	 Family income ( $24,999 or less omitted)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   $25,000~$49,999
	.105
	
	(.143)
	-.003
	
	(.150)
	.093
	
	(.175)
	.101
	
	(.176)

	   $50,000 or more
	.462
	***
	(.154)
	.360
	*
	(.163)
	.563
	**
	(.184)
	.582
	**
	(.182)

	High school preparation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 12th grade test score
	
	
	
	.013
	***
	(.003)
	.000
	
	(.003)
	.000
	
	(.003)

	 Curriculum intensity
	
	
	
	.378
	***
	(.050)
	.296
	***
	(.050)
	.297
	***
	(.049)

	Postsecondary education experience
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Level of first institution attended (4-year vs. 2-year)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.118
	
	(.184)
	.102
	
	(.185)

	 Selective (vs. non-selective)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.792
	***
	(.182)
	.799
	***
	(.182)

	 Delayed entry (vs. no delay)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-1.318
	***
	(.252)
	-1.317
	***
	(.255)

	 Part-time enrollment (vs. full-time)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-1.322
	***
	(.126)
	-1.327
	***
	(.126)

	 College GPA
	
	
	
	
	
	
	.658
	***
	(.054)
	.664
	***
	(.055)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Intercept
	-.715
	*
	(.283)
	-2.373
	***
	(.340)
	-2.388
	***
	(.471)
	-2.048
	***
	(.549)

	Data Source: NELS:88-00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Note: Data are weighted. 
	
	
	
	
	
	


	Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicting Bachelor's Degree Completion by Rurality
	
	

	 
	Rural
	Nonrural

	 
	Coef.
	 
	Robust Std. Err.
	Coef.
	 
	Robust Std. Err.

	Social capital 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Nontraditional family (vs. traditional)
	.075
	
	(.191)
	-.554
	***
	(.148)

	 Number of siblings
	.046
	
	(.055)
	-.132
	*
	(.054)

	 Parent-child discussion
	-.057
	
	(.088)
	-.082
	
	(.079)

	 Parent-parent interaction
	.063
	
	(.079)
	.114
	
	(.079)

	 Parent educational expectations
	.967
	*
	(.374)
	.383
	
	(.410)

	Individual characteristics
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Female (vs. male)
	.078
	
	(.168)
	.328
	*
	(.152)

	 Race/ethnicity (white omitted)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	  Asian
	.853
	
	(1.044)
	-.386
	
	(.280)

	  Hispanic
	-1.697
	***
	(.301)
	-.291
	
	(.241)

	  Black 
	-.344
	
	(.287)
	-.150
	
	(.227)

	 Parent has BA or more
	.267
	
	(.189)
	.591
	***
	(.158)

	 Family income ( $24,999 or less  omitted)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	   $25,000~$49,999
	.169
	
	(.215)
	-.002
	
	(.235)

	   $50,000 or more
	.631
	**
	(.232)
	.520
	*
	(.230)

	High school preparation
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 12th grade test score
	-.008
	
	(.005)
	.002
	
	(.004)

	 Curriculum intensity
	.449
	***
	(.080)
	.239
	***
	(.060)

	Postsecondary education experience
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Level of first institution attended (4-year vs. 2-year)
	.034
	
	(.220)
	.112
	
	(.237)

	 Selective (vs. non-selective)
	.554
	***
	(.231)
	.908
	***
	(.214)

	 Delayed entry (vs. no delay)
	-1.370
	***
	(.325)
	-1.420
	***
	(.302)

	 Part-time enrollment (vs. full-time)
	-1.164
	***
	(.160)
	-1.378
	***
	(.159)

	 College GPA
	.712
	***
	(.068)
	.660
	***
	(.072)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Intercept
	-3.537
	***
	(.519)
	-1.981
	**
	(.598)

	Unweighted N
	1,340
	 
	 
	3,540
	 
	 

	Data Source: NELS:88-00
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Note: Data are weighted.
	
	
	
	
	
	


32

