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Self-efficacy, academic motivation, and readiness for postsecondary pathways play a critical role in shaping adolescent
aspirations and attainment. School climate, culture, and students’lived experiences further influence these outcomes, but how
these factors collectively operate within rural school contexts remains underexamined. Moreover, rural schools often lack
practical tools for identifying which students benefit from existing supports and which require more targeted interventions. To
addpress this gap, the present study employed a latent profile analysis using a large sample of rural adolescents (N = 8,541).
Results revealed four distinct student profiles (low, limited, moderate, and high academic motivation and college and career
readiness), each characterized by unique patterns of school experience factors and demographic characteristics. Findings
demonstrate meaningful differences in how rural students experience schooling and prepare for postsecondary pathways. An
actionable implication is that rural school and district leaders can use readiness profiles to design differentiated supports—
such as targeted mentoring; social-emotional learning opportunities; and aligned, flexible college and career pathways
through work-based and project-based learning opportunities—to ensure that resources are matched to student needs and
relevant interests rather than applied uniformly. These findings offer a data-informed framework for advancing equitable

postsecondary preparation in rural schools.

Recent political shifts and national dialogue have led
to an increase in attention to rural students’ postsecondary
opportunities and access (Means, 2018; Tieken, 2016), yet
most state and federal education policies continue to limit
or ignore the rural student perspective (McNamee & Ganss,
2023). Generally referred to as college and career readiness,
this focus on adolescent preparation for future employment
continues to be embedded in state and federal education
legislation, including the Every Student Succeeds Act of
2015 (ESSA; Malin et al., 2017). Career readiness is defined
as having a level of skill, training, or nonacademic factors
(i.e., soft skills) required to be a successful member of the
labor force (Camara, 2013). College readiness is defined as
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the academic preparation and understanding required to be
successful in postsecondary education, typically measured
by grade point average and standardized test scores (An
& Taylor, 2015). Research has shown alignment between
the skills and training needed for immediate employment
and those needed for postsecondary education, and that
students benefit from equal and appropriate preparation for
both paths (An & Taylor, 2015; Conley, 2012; Mattern et
al., 2014).

Students’ readiness and success beyond high school
graduation are impacted by the experiences and quality of
academic or vocational preparation that students receive
in middle and high school (Allensworth & Clark, 2020;
Hooker & Brand, 2010; Radcliffe & Bos, 2013), yet the
nature and the number of preparation opportunities provided
to students differ based on a school’s context (Allensworth
& Clark, 2020; Avery & Sipple, 2016). Within rural
communities, opportunities often are impacted by several
factors, including heightened levels of poverty (Koricich
et al., 2018; McDonough et al., 2010), fewer opportunities
for skilled labor, and subsequent outmigration or “brain
drain” (Flora & Flora, 2007). Further, despite a vast array of
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community types in the United States, education research,
literature, and policy often default to a general rural-urban
dichotomy and an inherent urbanormative research lens
(Fulkerson & Thomas, 2019), limiting rural identities,
voices, and perspectives (Cain, 2020; Lavalley, 2018).
As such, rural education advocates and researchers have
continued to call for more nuanced and focused studies
of rural education systems to successfully prepare rural
students for life after high school graduation (Ardoin &
McNamee, 2020; Azano & Biddle, 2019; Schafft, 2016;
Thomas et al., 2011).

Previous scholarship indicates that elements such
as school finances, extracurricular opportunities, and
preparation programs can impact adolescent aspirations and
goals (McGee, 2021; Wang & Degol, 2015). School climate
and culture, mental and behavioral health, relationships
with peers and trusted adults, and connections to the
broader community can also impact adolescent aspirations
and preparation (Cornell et al., 2016; H. Johnson & Wiener,
2017; Knox, 2023). In their meta-analysis of school-
based social and emotional learning practices, Durlak and
colleagues (2011) identified a strong association between
school climate and culture and student success. They found
that schools that prioritized nonacademic social programs
and policies saw significant increases in adolescent
prosocial behaviors, positive attitudes toward school, and
academic performance (Durlak et al., 2011). It has also been
argued that facets of social capital may be more prevalent
in rural communities and educational contexts (Serensen,
2016), with strong social connections and support structures
potentially acting as benefits to rural academic aspirations
and achievement levels (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012).

There is growing evidence that various school
experience factors play a significant role in rural adolescents’
academic motivation (AM) and college and career readiness
(CCR). Factors such as peer relationships, internalizing
behavior, and externalizing behavior are influential
determinants that follow distinct developmental pathways,
shaping adolescents’ engagement, decision making, and
readiness for postsecondary opportunities (Knox, 2024).
These determinants operate in tandem to influence AM and
CCR, though their impact may vary across students based
on individual characteristics and contextual conditions.

Within large, seemingly homogeneous populations,
it can be challenging to determine which students are
adequately benefiting from these supports and which
students may require additional attention to promote
equitable postsecondary readiness (Bowers & Sprott, 2010;
Waasdorp & Bradshaw, 2011). To address this challenge,
the current study used a latent class and profile analysis with
covariates (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014) to identify distinct
subgroups of rural adolescents. Importantly, in this approach,
predictors such as peer relationships, internalizing, and

externalizing behaviors were not treated as components of
AM or CCR. Instead, they served as explanatory covariates
that predicted the likelihood that adolescents would belong
to particular latent profiles of AM and CCR. This approach
allowed the study to examine theoretically meaningful
patterns of postsecondary motivation and readiness while
respecting the conceptual logic of social cognitive career
theory (SCCT) and the cultural-ecological model of school
climate (CEMSC), which positioned these factors as
antecedents rather than elements of AM and CCR. Guided
by this framing, the study addressed the following research
questions.

1. How do theoretically relevant predictors
(peer relationships, internalizing behavior,
and externalizing behavior) shape the
likelihood of rural adolescents exhibiting
distinct profiles of academic motivation and
college and career readiness?

2. What are the distinguishing characteristics
of these latent classes and profiles of rural
adolescents?

This information can help school leaders identify and
develop targeted policies, programs, and interventions to
equitably support rural students in their preparation for
college and career pathways.

Relevant Literature

Rural Community Factors and Postsecondary
Attainment

Regardless of whether a student has interest in higher
education or more immediate entry into the workforce, the
type and context of support received in school influence
their preparation for either path (Aldridge & McChesney,
2018; Koth et al., 2008; Reynolds et al., 2017). The rates at
which rural students enroll in and continue through higher
education and 21st-century/advanced technical programs
are well documented and continue to lag behind those of
their nonrural counterparts, especially those from suburban
areas (Cain & Class, 2023; Lavalley, 2018; Means, 2018;
Tieken, 2016). Moreover, what college and career readiness
looks like for rural students differs from that of their nonrural
peers and is heavily shaped by distinct rural economic,
cultural, and environmental factors (J. Johnson et al., 2014).

Previous research on rural postsecondary access,
aspirations, and attainment shows that structural and
historical factors often influence adolescents’ postsecondary
paths. For example, lower employment rates and financial
security, caused by significant economic changes, have
long-lasting and substantial impacts on rural communities



RURAL READINESS 3

(Schafft, 2016). These economic shifts also have affected
the project- and work-based learning experiences and
opportunities that rural schools can offer, such as college
coursework and engagement with modern industries, which
in turn shape postsecondary goals and decisions (Agger
et al.,, 2018; J. Johnson et al., 2014; Wells et al., 2019).
Socioeconomic status (SES) is frequently used as a key
indicator of adolescents’ overall well-being (Chaudry &
Wimer, 2016) and has been shown to significantly influence
their physical health, social-emotional development, and
academic success (Comeau & Boyle, 2018). In rural areas,
lower SES levels are maintained by limited job opportunities,
declining populations, and subsequent reductions in school
revenue and financial stability (Carr & Kefalas, 2009;
Fulkerson & Thomas, 2019; Thomas, 2003). These factors
affect a school’s ability to hire and retain qualified teachers,
provide unique academic and extracurricular opportunities,
and shape adolescents’ perceptions of postsecondary
options and their goal-setting processes (Byun, Meece, &
Irvin, 2012; Oyen & Schweinle, 2021; Tieken & Auldridge-
Reveles, 2019).

The impact of SES on postsecondary pathways
is intensified by changing cultural and occupational
environments common in rural communities. High poverty
rates and few job opportunities arise from major shifts in
industries that often serve as the backbone and defining
feature of these areas (Corbett, 2021). Traditionally,
industry-related jobs and opportunities (e.g., mining,
logging, textiles, family farming) provided steady, livable
wages and reduced the need for additional education or
pursuit of opportunities outside rural areas (Fulkerson &
Thomas, 2019). These economic traits influence educational
perceptions and limit the development of a college-going
culture (Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 2012), shaped by the number
of adults with postsecondary education experiences that
rural youth may see as examples or as standards for their
own expectations (Astin & Oseguera, 2012). As a result, the
percentage of rural teens who are motivated and aspire to
various postsecondary paths has generally been lower than
that of their urban or suburban peers (Byun et al., 2017).

Recent research also has begun to look more closely
at the shifting nature of rural postsecondary attainment and
the concept of college and career readiness, illuminating
a growing imbalance between the two paths (Budge et
al., 2021). Malin and colleagues (2017) observed that
recent federal education legislation and corresponding
shifts in state policy have prioritized higher education
enrollment over career and technical education (CTE)
programs, despite federal policy language, including the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, explicitly
emphasizing the need to strengthen CTE preparation. This
contradiction in state and federal policy language is germane
to the conversation around rural adolescent postsecondary

attainment in that it demonstrates the ongoing dichotomy
that exists in current K—12 education between college-bound
and career-bound students. This trend runs concurrent to
the larger contextual and community factors that, in rural
communities, have historically been more aligned with
opportunities in career and technical roles instead of higher
education (Azano & Biddle, 2019; Budge et al., 2021).

School Climate and Culture

School climate is a broad term often used to group the
social and emotional characteristics and interactions that
exist within a school setting, as well as the cultural capital
and relationships that it promotes (Reynolds et al., 2017).
Cohen and colleagues (2009) supported this view and
broadly referred to school climate as the nature and caliber
of life within a school, that “reflects norms, goals, values,
interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices,
and organizational structures” (p. 182). The impact of
school climate on several student outcomes has been well
documented, influencing student internalized behavior (i.e.,
self-esteem, anxiety, depression) (Aldridge & McChesney,
2018; Wang & Degol, 2015); externalized behavior (i.e.,
bullying, substance abuse, absenteeism) (LaRusso et
al., 2008; Gregory et al., 2011; Simons et al., 2010); and
academic motivation and performance (Brand et al., 2008;
Maxwell et al., 2017). Overall, the varied and numerous
components that make up school climate and culture play
key roles in adolescent development and their subsequent
preparation and readiness for postsecondary paths.

As noted, a primary component of school climate
and culture is the level of social connection and cohesion
that exists. In other words, the number and nature of
relationships fostered within a school impact its ability to
create a positive and productive school climate (Cohen et
al., 2009; Tschannen-Moran et al., 2006). In their review of
school climate research, Thapa et al. (2013) supported this
idea and outlined several critical areas of focus needed to
develop a supportive school climate. One of these areas is
social support and healthy, prosocial relationships between
students, peers, and teachers (Gregory et al., 2012; Thapa
et al., 2013). More recently, the idea of school climate and
its various components has also been viewed through the
lens of school connectedness, safety, and security (Hoffman
et al., 2017). Kutsyuruba et al. (2015) described how
school safety is a social construct, a significant outcome
of a school climate and culture, and influenced by the
nature of the relationships that exist between students,
peers, and teachers. Safe, secure learning environments
are associated with feelings of connectedness and positive
academic outcomes and are often measured in relation
to student social orientation and experiences (Cornell
& Mayer, 2010; Hoffman et al., 2017; Kutsyuruba et al.,
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2015). Consequently, the relationships that exist within a
school are linked to feelings of safety and security, social-
emotional and educational success, and ultimately impact
postsecondary trajectories.

The connection between school and community factors
and student outcomes has been well documented within
urban and suburban areas (Lavalley, 2018), and because
of the links established between a positive climate, social-
emotional development, and academic achievement, the
issue should be explored for all community contexts. Few
studies have been conducted in rural schools that focused
on nuanced elements of climate and culture that impact
academic achievement and college and career readiness.
Further, Petrin and colleagues (2014) found that among rural
adolescents, educators and adult community members may
shape perspectives of postsecondary options by fostering the
idea that success and attainment are only possible outside a
rural community and that in order to achieve success, they
must leave. As such, the purpose of the current study was
to explore rural school climate and culture factors to better
understand how they might manifest and among whom.

Theoretical Framework

The current study was jointly framed by social
cognitive career theory (SCCT; Lent et al., 1994) and
LaSalle and colleagues’ (2015) cultural-ecological model of
school climate (CEMSC). Both frameworks provide a lens
through which the varied circumstances of rural adolescents
can be examined, particularly regarding factors that
facilitate or impede their motivation, readiness, and agency
in postsecondary attainment (S. D. Brown & Lent, 2019).
Grounded in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986),
SCCT extends Bandura’s framework to include individual,
contextual, and behavioral factors that shape educational and
career pathways. Personal characteristics (e.g., sex/gender,
race/ethnicity) are identified as significant antecedents
that influence interests, choices, and performance, while
contextual factors (e.g., school environment, community
resources) and behavioral or affective factors (e.g., peer
relationships, anxiety, aggression, self-efficacy, outcome
expectations, goal setting) shape the probabilities of
different educational trajectories (Lent et al., 1994).
Within rural contexts, SCCT provides a useful lens for
understanding how these determinants operate to influence
postsecondary readiness. Importantly, SCCT frames factors
such as peer relationships, internalizing behavior, and
externalizing behavior as predictors of AM and CCR rather
than as components of these constructs, supporting analyses
that explore variation in adolescent experiences while
maintaining theoretical consistency.

CEMSC (LaSalle et al., 2015) complements SCCT
by emphasizing that adolescents’ experiences are shaped

by their interactions within unique school climates. Even
within the same school context, adolescents’ perceptions,
behaviors, and aspirations may vary widely depending on
personal characteristics, access to resources, and social ties
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; LaSalle et al., 2015). In
combination with SCCT, CEMSC highlights how school
environments intersect with individual characteristics
to shape microsystem relationships—such as peer
interactions—that subsequently influence postsecondary
outcomes (Koth et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 2010).

By integrating SCCT and CEMSC, the current study
positioned peer relationships, internalizing behavior, and
externalizing behavior as antecedent determinants rather
than components, of AM and CCR, allowing for the
identification of latent profiles of postsecondary motivation
and readiness among rural adolescents. This approach
respected both the theoretical foundations of the frameworks
and the methodological rigor of latent profile analysis with
covariates, where predictors inform class membership
without altering the measurement of the latent constructs
themselves.

The Current Study

Research conducted in other disciplines has identified
latent class and profile analysis (LCA/LPA) as a useful
method for measuring and understanding unobservable,
multidimensional constructs such as social connection
or organizational inclusivity (Brimhall & Saastamoinen,
2020; Owen & Videras, 2009). To understand the impact
of influential factors such as adolescent peer relationships
and how they manifest in learning environments, the
current study employed latent class and profile analysis
to provide a more detailed perspective of rural adolescent
school experience factors. Despite pervasive narratives of
uniformity and what may appear to be monolithic cultural
and community aspects (Afifi et al., 2021), rural contexts
are diverse in many ways, often unseen at the surface
level. Therefore, in this study, I aimed to (a) identify latent
profiles of academic motivation and college and career
readiness among a large sample of rural adolescent students
and (b) examine whether the profiles were associated with
distinct personal and demographic characteristics of rural
adolescents.

Methods
Participants and Procedures
Data for this study were collected via voluntary school
implementation of the middle and high school version of

the Community and Youth Collaborative Institute School
Experience Scales survey (CAYCI-SES; Anderson-Butcher
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etal., 2013). The goal of this instrument is to discern student
perspectives about their school and support for academic
learning, development, and overall well-being. Administered
by teachers and administrators in partnering schools,
students completed the CAYCI-SES surveys at their school,
during school hours, each taking approximately 30 minutes.
The original sample was composed of 8,541 students from
37 participating rural middle and high schools in a region
of the Midwest United States. Several definitions of rurality
have been used in previous research (Thier et al., 2021).
This study used the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES, n.d.) definition, in which schools qualify as rural if
they are in counties with fewer than 50,000 inhabitants and
in which 84% of the land was classified as nonmetropolitan.

The racial composition of the current study sample
was predominantly White (85.3%), with the remaining
respondents identifying as Black/African American
(3.6%), Hispanic/Latinx (0.9%), Asian (0.8%), Multiracial
(2.8%), American Indian/Alaskan Native (1.4%), Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (0.3%), and Other (2.4%). The
study sample was roughly even in gender identification,
with approximately half identifying as female (49.7%) and
the rest as male (47.5%). Respondents were in grades 6
through 12 and self-reported being between the ages of 11
and 20, with the majority falling between ages 12 and 16
(79.2%). Nearly half the study respondents were identified
as low income (46.1%), as determined by their self-reported
qualification for free or reduced-price lunch.

Measures

The CAYCI-SES surveys (Anderson-Butcher et al.,
2013) are established measures for schools and education
professionals to use in their assessment of school climate,
culture, and student perceptions. Components of this survey,
among others developed by CAYCI, have been included
in the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center
for Safe and Supportive Learning compendia of valid and
reliable school climate measures (National Center on Safe
and Supportive Learning Environments, n.d.). Further, these
instruments continue to be used by education and school
mental health professionals across the United States in their
efforts to improve school climate and culture and assess
family-school-community needs (Anderson-Butcher et al.,
2020). Cronbach’s coefficient alpha—used to calculate the
internal consistency coefficients of continuous variable
survey items—is provided below for each of the variables
included in the current analysis. Previous research suggests
that Cronbach’s alpha levels of 0.70 or above indicate a
reasonable measure of reliability or internal consistency of
an instrument (Abraham & Barker, 2015; Taber, 2018).

Academic Motivation and College/Career Readiness

Of interest in this study were academic motivation
and college and career readiness of rural youth. These two
variables were included in the final model and served as
indicators of school culture, climate, and the influence of
social capital among youth. The academic motivation scale
consisted of six questions focused on students’ feelings
and attitudes toward school and academic experiences. An
example item from this scale is, “I feel my school experience
is preparing me well for adulthood.” Responses ranged from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, and this variable
obtained a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.84. The college and
career readiness scale is composed of five questions focused
on students’ level of preparedness beyond high school. An
example item from this scale is, “What I learn in school
will help me prepare for college.” Responses range from 1
= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree with Cronbach’s
alpha value of 0.89.

Peer Relationships

Peer relationships, which often serve as a measure of
social capital and a source of information or resources (K.
M. Ferguson, 2006), were another variable of interest in
the current study. The peer relationships scale assessed the
extent to which middle and high school students felt they
were supported by and had positive relationships with their
peers (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2013). Example items from
this six-question scale are, “My friends support and care
about me” and “My friends are people who I can trust.”
Response options ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree. The variable peer relationships obtained a
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.87.

Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior

The relationships between youth peer relationships,
academic motivation, and college and career readiness
were found to be mediated by internalized and externalized
adolescent behavior. Internalized behaviors are feelings and
emotions that are dealt with internally, rather than by acting
them out in the home or school (e.g., anxiety, depression,
loneliness, shyness) (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2013).
Externalized behaviors, often closely linked to adolescent
internalized behavior, are thought of as behaviors or actions
directed outward, either toward the external environment
or other individuals, such as poor attention, bullying, or
impulsivity (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2013). Therefore,
these variables also were accounted for in the current study.
The 10-item internalizing behavior scale contained response
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options from 1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree,
included items such as, “In the past week, I felt worried,”
and obtained a Cronbach’s alpha level of 0.92. The 10-item
externalizing behavior scale contained response options
from 1 = very often to 5 = never, and included items such
as, “Have you ever been bullied at school?”” and obtained a
Cronbach’s alpha level of 0.85.

Data Analysis

A broader goal of the current study was to contribute to
more nuanced measures of rural adolescent peer relationships
and related school experience variables to inform
subsequent rural education policies and programming.
Using Mplus Version 8.7 statistical software (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017), latent class and latent profile analyses
were employed to examine unobserved patterns among
rural adolescent participants who may be experiencing
peer relationships, internalized and externalized behavior,
academic motivation, and college and career readiness to
different degrees and with various outcomes. Latent class
and latent profile analysis (i.e., mixture modeling) has
seen increased use in social science research to identify
hidden groups or classes of individuals or cases from within
observed data (Schreiber, 2017). Latent class analysis
(LCA) specifically uses observed categorical data to create
new, multidimensional discrete latent variables which
then can be used to identify and disaggregate relatively
homogenous groups of participants (Schreiber & Pekarik,
2014). For example, in this study, adolescent demographic
characteristics, including age, gender, race, and SES,
were used to distinguish the likelihood of inclusion within
various profiles. Latent profile analysis (LPA) undergoes
the same process but uses observed continuous data. In
this study, observed continuous data included adolescent
responses to school experience constructs such as peer
relationships, internalized and externalized behaviors,
academic motivation, and college and career readiness, and
these data were used to create varying student profiles.

Early work by Narayan and Cassidy (2001) suggested
that measuring complex constructs like the influence of
relationships requires an initial step of disaggregation of
its various dimensions to better understand how they might
develop and evolve to impact outcomes. In this way, the
current study followed their advice and looked primarily
at the connections and networks of adolescents from rural
contexts. Owen and Videras (2009) also demonstrated the
applicability of LCA in measuring constructs like social
capital and connections. Thus, the current study employed
this unique person-centered approach to determine what
subgroups may exist within the available data.

A critical step in LPA is determining the number of
profiles that best fit available data. Scholars have noted that

this process is not straightforward, and multiple criteria that
rely on statistical information and theoretical insight often
are used (Muthén & Muthén, 2000; Spurk et al., 2020).
Ram and Grimm (2009) suggested several indicators,
noting that these fit criteria can be applied in any order.
Examples include relative fit information criteria (e.g.,
Bayesian information criterion, BIC; Akaike information
criterion, AIC); evaluation of models based upon individual
placement within one group or another (e.g., entropy); and
comparisons between likelihood ratio tests that distinguish
between the ideal model and those with fewer classes or
profiles (e.g., Lo—Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio test
[LMR LRT]) (Ram & Grimm, 2009; Schreiber, 2017).
Profile size also has been used as a model fit indicator, with
scholars suggesting that model profiles should not contain
less than 5% of the sample (Shanahan et al., 2013; Weller
et al., 2020).

Missing data patterns were explored before data
analysis. All model variables demonstrated at least 96%
of values present. Logistic regression models for testing
missing data patterns were conducted and all variables
yielded null results, except for externalizing behavior and
gender. For every unit increase in negative externalizing
behaviors, there was a 43% decrease in the odds of participant
responses to college and career readiness questions (OR =
0.57, SE =0.11,z =-2.83, p = 0.01, 95% CI = 0.39, 0.84),
and respondents who self-identified as male demonstrated a
66% decrease in odds or responding to college and career
readiness questions (OR = 0.34, SE = 0.12, z = -3.17, p
= 0.001, 95% CI = 0.17, 0.66). In this case, however, the
significant predictors of missingness remained in the model
as each contained less than 3% missing data, indicating
little to no impact on the outcomes of the planned analysis
(Dong & Peng, 2013; Schafer, 1999). Therefore, the use
of full information maximum likelihood estimation was
employed (Schafer & Graham, 2002), using all available
data to generate parameter and standard error estimates
while accounting for missing data (McArdle, 2013).

Results

Results of the LPA revealed four distinct rural adolescent
profiles categorized by low, limited, moderate, and high
levels of academic motivation and college and career
readiness. Each profile was further defined by adolescents’
concurrent levels of peer relationships, internalized
behavior, and externalized behavior. Overall sample means
and standard deviations for adolescent peer relationships,
internalized behavior, externalized behavior, academic
motivation, and college and career readiness are presented
in Table 1. A description of variable levels for each distinct
profile follows this table. Next, results of LCA that include
the categorical, demographic characteristics of each profile
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are discussed. This discussion provides further insight into
the type of rural adolescent who is experiencing a low,
limited, moderate, or high level of academic motivation and
college and career readiness.

In this study, a four-class model emerged with the best
overall fit of the data as determined by an AIC smaller than

both the BIC and adjusted BIC, a significant LMR LRT (p <
0.001), and final profile counts each containing greater than
5% of the overall sample and an acceptable entropy value
of 0.88 (S. L. Ferguson et al., 2020; Spurk et al., 2020). The
model fit statistics for all examined models in the current
study can be found in Table 2.

Table 1
Mean, Standard Deviation, and Range of Continuous Variables of Overall Sample
Variable n % M SD Range
Peer relationships 8419 98.6 3.82 0.83 1-5
Internalizing behavior 8477 99.3 3.74 1.06 1-5
Externalizing behavior 8474 99.2 4.23 0.73 1-5
Academic motivation 8529 99.9 3.65 0.82 1-5
College/career readiness 8328 97.5 3.96 0.90 1-5
Note. N = 8,541.
Table 2
Fit Statistics for Latent Profile Models Examined
Smallest class
Profiles size (%) AIC BIC SABIC LMR LRT p Entropy
1 144,649.32 144,748.03 144,703.54 -
2 30% 137,979.89 138,149.11 138,072.85 0.0000 0.74
3 7% 136,310.76 136,550.50 136,442.45 0.0095 0.72
4 11% 130,864.06 131,174.31 131,034.48 0.0000 0.88
5 2% 114,850.28 115,231.04 115,059.44 0.0000 0.89
6 2% 113,368.45 113,819.71 113,616.33 0.0000 0.87

Note. N = 8,541. Bolded values indicate the best-fitting model. SABIC = adjusted BIC. Profile percentages for each model

are not included.

Latent Profiles

Each profile has been defined according to rural

adolescents’ levels of AM and CCR constructs (low,
limited, moderate, and high AM and CCR), and how they
concurrently impact peer relationships and both internalized
and externalized behavior. Figure 1 presents a line graph

of each profile identified in the analysis. Each latent
profile (low, limited, moderate, and high AM and CCR)
is represented by an individual line. The x-axis indicates
the variables measured to compose each profile. The y-axis
provides the mean score of each indicator variable score for
the four profiles; as the number approaches 5, the strength
of that variable within the profile is higher.
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Figure 1

Graphical Representation of Low, Limited, Moderate, and High AM and CCR Latent Profiles

e

i

(3]

Indicator ¥Wariable Mean Score

Four Profile Model of Rural Adolescent Academic Motivation and
College & Career Readiness

Low ANM& CCR Limited AM& CCR Mhoderate AM& CCR High AM& CCR
Rural Adolescent Profiles
B Peer Eelationships B Internalized Behaviors B Externalized Behaviors
Academic Motivation B College and Career R eadiness

Note. This figure demonstrates the four profiles identified within the sample as determined by the mean
score of five indicator variables. Each variable was determined by a 5-point Likert-type scale, with scores

closer to five indicating a more positive orientation.

Looking across the four identified profiles of rural
adolescents in the current study sample, key characteristics
began to emerge between those students who expressed low,
limited, moderate, and high levels of academic motivation
and college and career readiness. Below, 1 elaborate on
the defining demographic characteristics of each profile,
followed by the results of multinomial logistic regression
between various individual inclusion characteristics. Table
3 presents the demographic percentage scores for each
profile, including 95% confidence intervals (CI).

Disengaged and Underprepared (Low AM and CCR)

Rural adolescents who were the least academically
motivated and least prepared for postsecondary pathways
(Low AM and CCR) represented 12.3% (n = 945) of the
overall sample. Adolescents in the Low AM and CCR
profile also indicated the lowest perceptions of their peer
relationships (M = 3.24, SD = 0.05, t = 67.51, p < 0.001)
and internalized behavior (M = 2.97, SD = 0.09, ¢ = 33.13,
p <0.001). However, this profile did not indicate the lowest
levels of externalized behavior (M = 4.00, SD = 0.00, ¢t =
49,086.12, p <0.001). This profile was evenly split between
female and male (49.7% female, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001, CI

[-0.26, 0.23]). Further, these rural adolescents had higher
probability of being White (85.2%, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001,
95% CI [1.52, 1.98]), high school age (60.1%, SE = 0.02,
p <0.001, 95% CI [-0.57, -0.25]), and having a lower SES
(52.7%, SE =0.02, p < 0.001, 95% CI [-0.06, 0.27]).

Quietly Struggling (Limited AM and CCR)

Rural adolescents with limited academic motivation
and college and career readiness (Limited AM and CCR)
represented 10.8% (n = 901) of the overall sample. These
adolescents also indicated more negative perceptions of
their peer relationships (M =3.28, SD=0.03 t=100.78, p <
0.001) and internalized behaviors (M = 3.20, SD = 0.04, t =
78.45, p < 0.001). Of note, this profile exhibited the lowest
levels of externalized behavior (M = 2.78, SD = 0.02, ¢t =
159.74, p < 0.001). This profile had a higher probability of
being female (66.0%, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.52,
0..817), White (78.9%, SE = 0.01, p <0.001, 95% CI [1.15,
1.48]), and high school age (51.6%, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001,
95% CI [-0.20, 0.07]). Rural adolescents in this profile also
had a higher probability of having a low SES (62.7%, SE =
0.02, p <0.001, 95% CI [0.38, 0.66]).
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Table 3
Percentages of Demographic Characteristics by Latent Profile
Low Limited Moderate High
AM/CCR AM/CCR AM/CCR AM/CCR
(n=945) (n=901) (n=12,788) (n=13,893)
Variable % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI
Gender
Female 50 [44, 56] 66 [63, 69] 58 [55, 61] 43 [42, 45]
Male 50 [44, 56] 34 [31,37] 42 [40, 45] 57 [55, 58]
Race
White 85 [82, 88] 79 [76, 82] 88 [87,90] 90 [87,91]
SGM 15 [12, 18] 21 [18, 24] 12 [11,13] 10 [9, 11]
Grade
Middle school 40 [36, 44] 48 [45, 52] 47 [45, 49] 51 [49, 52]
High school 60 [56, 64] 52 [48, 55] 53 [51, 55] 49 [48, 51]
Socioeconomic status
Low income 53 [49, 57] 63 [59, 66] 52 [50, 54] 41 [39, 42]
High income 47 [43,51] 37 [34, 41] 48 [46, 50] 59 [58, 61]

Note. SGM = students of the global majority; refers to learners who are Black, Asian, Brown, dual-heritage, Indigenous, or
otherwise racialized as “minorities” in Western contexts, though they constitute ~80% of the world’s population.

Stable and Uncertain (Moderate AM and CCR)

Rural adolescents who were moderately academically
motivated and prepared for postsecondary pathways
(Moderate AM and CCR) represented 31.8% (n = 2,788)
of the overall sample. Relative to the previous profiles, this
profile demonstrated higher perceptions of peer relationships
(M=3.97,8D =0.28,t=147.17, p < 0.001), internalized
behavior (M = 3.84, SD = 0.04, t = 110.91, p < 0.001), and
externalized behavior (M = 4.00, SD = 0.00, ¢t = --.--, p <
0.001). This rural adolescent profile had higher probabilities
of being female (57.9%, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001, CI [0.21,
0.43]), White (88.1%, SE = 0.01, p <0.001, 95% CI [1.87,
2.14]), high school age (52.8%, SE = 0.01, p <0.001, 95%
CI[-0.20,-0.02]), and having lower SES (51.8%, SE=0.01,
p <0.001, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.16]).

Confident and Future-Oriented (High AM and CCR)

The final profile of rural adolescents demonstrated the
highest levels of academic motivation and college and career
readiness (High AM and CCR) and represented 45.1% (n =
3,893) of the overall sample. This profile also demonstrated
the most positive perceptions of peer relationships (M
=421, SD = 0.01, ¢t = 342.49, p < 0.001), internalized

behavior (M = 4.16, SD = 0.02, t = 280.07, p < 0.001), and
externalized behavior (M = 5.00, SD = 0.00, t = --.--, p <
0.001). In contrast to the previous three profiles, these rural
adolescents had a higher probability of being male (56.8%,
SE=0.01,p<0.001, 95% CI [-0.34, -0.21]), White (89.6%,
SE = 0.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI [2.05, 2.26]), and middle
school age (50.8%, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI [-0.03,
0.10]). Further, these adolescents were identified as coming
from a higher socioeconomic background (59.5%, SE =
0.01, p <0.001, 95% CI [-0.45, -0.32]).

Research question two focused on distinguishing
characteristics of identified groups of rural adolescents.
In answer to this question, odds ratio results of individual
inclusion characteristics for each profile are provided to
identify significant differences in the sociodemographic
arrangement of each profile. These results are displayed in
Table 4 for ease of interpretation.

Low AM and CCR Comparisons

Rural adolescents in the Low AM and CCR profile had
49% (OR = 0.51, SE = 0.08, ¢t = -6.55, p < 0.001, 95% CI
[0.38, 0.68]) decrease in the odds of being female, relative to
being male or included in the Limited AM and CCR profile.
Low AM and CCR adolescents also had a 54% increase in
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Table 4
Multinomial Logistic Regression Results Comparing Profiles of Rural Adolescents
Demographic 95% CI
Profile Charac%eriitics OR SE p LL, UL
Low AM and CCR
Limited AM and CCR Female 1.510 0.075 0.000™ 0.38, 0.68
White 0.462 0.223 0.016 1.16,2.05
Middle school 1.707 0.077 0.000™ 0.57,0.88
Low income 1.662 0.074 0.000™ 0.53,0.82
Moderate AM and CCR Female 1.392 0.224 0.080 1.02, 1.91
White 1.295 0.195 0.130 0.96, 1.74
Middle school 1.346 0.141 0.014 1.20, 1.65
Low income 0.966 0.103 0.743 0.78, 1.91
High AM and CCR Female 0.768 0.099 0.020" 0.60, 0.99
White 1.504 0.193 0.009™ 1.17,1.93
Middle school 1.555 0.138 0.000™ 1.31, 1.85
Low income 0.612 0.055 0.000™ 0.51,0.73
Limited AM and CCR
Moderate AM and CCR Female 0.710 0.064 0.000"" 0.59, 0.85
White 1.992 0.215 0.000™ 1.61,2.46
Middle school 0.952 0.079 0.543 0.81, 1.12
Low income 0.639 0.054 0.000™ 0.54,0.75
High AM and CCR Female 0.392 0.031 0.000™ 0.34,0.46
White 2.313 0.230 0.000™ 1.90, 2.81
Middle school 1.100 0.083 0.231 0.95, 1.28
Low income 0.405 0.032 0.000™" 0.35,0.47
Moderate AM and CCR
High AM and CCR Female 0.189 0.116 0.000™ 1.60, 2.05
White 1.861 0.076 0.067 0.73,0.97
Middle school 1.866 0.049 0.007" 0.77,0.97
Low income 0.420 0.089 0.000™ 1.42,1.77

Note. " p<0.05, " p<0.01, ™ p<0.001.

odds of being White (OR = 1.54, SE = 0.22, t =241, p
< 0.05, 95% CI [1.16, 2.05]), a 29% decrease in odds of
being in middle school (OR = 0.71, SE = 0.08, t = -3.82, p
<0.001, 95% CI [0.57, 0.88]), and a 34% decrease in odds
of being low income (OR = 0.66, SE = 0.07, t = -4.58, p <
0.001, 95% CI [0.53, 0.82]), relative to being a student of
the global majority, high school age, high-income students,
and included in the Limited AM and CCR profile.

Rural adolescents demonstrating Moderate AM and
CCR were 35% more likely to be middle school age (OR

=1.35,SE=0.14, t=2.45, p <0.05, 95% CI [1.20, 1.65])
relative to being high school age or included in Low AM and
CCR students. Gender, race, and SES were not significant
inclusion predictors when comparing Low AM and CCR
students with Moderate AM and CCR students.

Rural adolescents included in the High AM and CCR
profile had a 33% decrease in the odds of being female (OR
=0.77, SE=0.10, t = -2.33, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.60, 0.99]),
relative to being male or included in the Low AM and CCR
profile. Further, High AM and CCR adolescents were 50%
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more likely to be White (OR = 1.50, SE =0.19, t=2.61, p
<0.01,95% CI[1.17, 1.93]), 56% more likely to be middle
school age (OR = 1.56, SE = 0.14, t =4.02, p < 0.001, 95%
CI[1.31, 1.85]), and demonstrated a 39% decrease in odds
of being low income (OR = 0.61, SE = 0.06, t = -7.02, p
< 0.001, 95% CI [0.51, 0.73]), relative to being a student
of the global majority, high school age, high-income, or
included in the Low AM and CCR profile.

Limited AM and CCR Comparisons

Adolescents within the Moderate AM and CCR profile
had a 29% decrease (OR = 0.71, SE = 0.06, t = -4.52, p <
0.001, 95% CI [0.59, 0.85]) in the odds of being female,
relative to being male or included in the Limited AM and
CCR profile. Concurrently, adolescents in the Moderate AM
and CCR profile had a 99% increase in odds of being White
(OR =199, SE = 0.22, t =4.61, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.61,
2.46]) and a 36% decrease in odds of being low income
(OR =0.64, SE =0.05, t = -6.69, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.54,
0.75]), relative to being a student of the global majority,
high income students, or included in the Moderate AM and
CCR profile. Age was not identified as a significant factor
in comparison between limited and moderate AM and CCR
profiles.

Adolescents in the High AM and CCR profile, had a
61% (OR =0.39, SE =0.031, t=-19.40, p < 0.001, 95% CI
[0.34, 0.46]) decrease in odds of being female, relative to
being male or included in the Limited AM and CCR profile.
These same adolescents had a 131% increase in odds of
being White (OR=2.31, SE=0.23,¢=5.71, p<0.001, 95%
CI[1.90, 2.81]), and a 59% decrease in odds of being low
income (OR = 0.41, SE = 0.03, t = -18.58, p < 0.001, 95%
CI [0.35, 0.47]), relative to being a student of the global
majority, high-income students, or included in the Limited
AM and CCR profile. In this profile comparison, age was
once again a nonsignificant factor for comparison.

Moderate AM and CCR Comparison

Rural adolescents included in the Moderate AM and
CCR profile had an 81% increase in odds of being female
(OR=1.81,SE=0.12, t=6.96, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.60,
2.05]), relative to being male or included in the High AM
and CCR profile. These Moderate AM and CCR students
had a 13% decrease in odds of being in middle school (OR =
0.87,SE=0.05,t=-2.72,p<0.01, 95% CI[0.77, 0.97]), but
demonstrated a 58% increase in odds of being low income
(OR =1.58, SE=10.09, t = 6.51, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.42,
1.77]), relative to being high school age, high income, or
included in the High AM and CCR profile. Race was a
nonsignificant factor in the comparison between moderate
and high AM and CCR profiles.

Discussion

The present study has demonstrated the continued
value of LPA and LCA for uncovering meaningful
differences in rural adolescent school experiences and their
relationships with academic motivation and postsecondary
readiness. As with prior work investigating rural youth
educational contexts (e.g., Knox, 2023), this analytic
approach reveals distinct subgroups of adolescents whose
perceptions of school factors and developmental outcomes
vary systematically, suggesting that rural youth are not a
homogeneous group (Meece et al., 2014). These differences
are pertinent not only for understanding variations in
individual development, but also for contextualizing how
rural school climates and cultures, local economic shifts
and opportunities, and school-community partnerships
and program availability shape rural youth aspirations
and readiness trajectories (Agger et al., 2018; Koricich
et al., 2018; Parsons, 2022). Consistent with theoretical
and empirical expectations, the results identified four
distinct profiles of rural adolescents that differed in peer
relationships, internalized and externalized behaviors,
and levels of academic motivation and postsecondary
preparation: (a) low, (b) limited, (c) moderate, and (d)
high postsecondary aspirations and readiness. Each profile
was further distinguished by demographic characteristics,
which provide insight into the social and structural contexts
shaping rural students’ developmental pathways.

Students classified within the lowest readiness
profile were equally likely to be male or female but were
disproportionately White and low-income high school
students. These findings align with the reality of structural
and systematic barriers in many rural communities and
economies, where fewer high-skill jobs and limited career
pathways may limit the perceived relevance of academic
preparation (Kilpatrick et al., 2023). Moreover, recent
research suggests that rural students’ aspirations are deeply
shaped by local opportunity structures and community
attachment (e.g., community/social norms toward
work, availability of local postsecondary pathways) that
sometimes create tensions between staying in place and
pursuing education that could facilitate economic mobility
outside the community (Crain, 2023).

Within the limited and moderate profiles, White, low-
income female high school students were more prevalent.
These patterns align with other rural research showing that
girls often report higher academic aspirations but may still
experience constrained access to programs that support
transition to postsecondary education or skilled labor
markets (Agger et al., 2018; Irvin et al., 2011; Witherspoon
& Ennett, 2011). Peer and adult support systems in rural
contexts play a critical role in shaping these aspirations.
Recent scholarship indicates that strong social capital
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networks and community support can sustain aspirations
even in the face of limited structural opportunities, but
that such supports are unevenly distributed across rural
populations (M. Brown et al., 2022).

Students in the highest readiness profile were more
likely to be White, male, and of middle school age,
suggesting that developmental timing and gender intersect
in complex ways to influence readiness and motivation.
This pattern provides nuance to earlier assertions that
males universally face greater deficits in motivation and
engagement (Beaman et al., 2007; Logan & Medford, 2011)
and aligns with research showing that gender differences
in internalizing and externalizing behaviors evolve across
adolescence (Bugler et al., 2015). These findings also reflect
rural cultural norms that differently shape boys’ and girls’
views of career paths and community ties, consistent with
evidence that rural gender expectations and occupational
structures influence educational decision making.

The interplay of gender and rural identity illuminated
by this study also aligns with broader developmental
scholarship on rural youth. Gender differences in
prosocial behaviors and peer relationships intersect with
local community and social norms and economies/labor
markets, shaping how boys and girls interpret the value of
postsecondary education and career preparation (Busching
& Krahé, 2015; Van der Graaff et al., 2018). While some
cross-sectional findings in rural settings point to greater
aspirations among females, these aspirations may not
always translate into readiness outcomes when structural
supports (e.g., college guidance, work-based learning,
advanced coursework) are limited. This perspective aligns
with an increasing amount of scholarship that is beginning
to emphasize that such structural constraints in rural schools
and communities can be as consequential as individual
psychological factors in shaping postsecondary motivations
and aspirations.

These findings reinforce the importance of
contextualizing adolescent motivation and aspirations
within broader socioeconomic structures. The current results
highlight how socioeconomic disadvantage is intricately
linked with school experiences (e.g., peer relationships,
internalized/externalized behavior) to influence readiness
for postsecondary pathways. Consistent with prior research
on rural socioeconomic constraints, lower SES is associated
with limited access to advanced academic offerings, career
exposure programs, and pathways aligned with local labor
market needs, which reinforces both actual and perceived
barriers to postsecondary preparation.

A growing body of literature now emphasizes that rural
students’ aspirations and outcomes should be understood
in relation to place-based opportunity structures, including
local labor markets, geographical isolation, and program

availability in schools and communities. For example,
recent scholarship demonstrates that rural students’ college
aspirations are shaped by attachment to place as well as
by limited access to postsecondary institutions and career
pathways, which can influence the translation of aspirations
into attainment (Bernsen et al., 2022; Stich & Crain, 2023).
Further, Bouchard and Wike (2022) also have detailed
how rural community contexts (e.g., economic realities
and social expectations) frame decisions about leaving
or staying in place for education and work, underscoring
the potential for programs that bridge school, community,
and economic development efforts to expand opportunity
structures in rural areas.

Collectively, the results of this study underscore the
significance of both individual developmental factors and
contextual rural structures in understanding academic
motivation and postsecondary readiness. They reinforce
the call for rural education research and practice to move
beyond deficit framings toward frameworks that explicitly
consider rural realities, including economic opportunities,
postsecondary preparation program availability, and
structural opportunities like dual enrollment, work-based
learning, and pathway programs that align with local labor
needs and broaden real options for rural youth. These
approaches are central to closing persistent gaps in rural
postsecondary enrollment and success and to supporting
equitable educational and economic outcomes for rural
students.

Strengths and Limitations

Unique strengths of this study include the use of LPA
and LCA, which provide examples of underused analytical
methods for identifying subgroups of individuals. Weller
and colleagues (2020) and Muthén and Muthén (2000)
explained that LCA and LPA are tools for detecting latent,
unobserved diversity among sample groups. Because school
climate and culture are increasingly understood to influence
the experiences, aspirations, and achievements of students
through various mechanisms (Aldridge & McChesney,
2018; Gregory et al., 2011; Maxwell et al., 2017), use of
this method to identify subgroups of students who may or
may not be benefitting from school experiences can serve
as an example for alternative school, district, or community
contexts. The focus on a large sample of rural adolescents
also is a strength, as it provides a more nuanced investigation
into the underresearched experiences of rural students and
schools (Lavalley, 2018). In this study, low-income female
adolescents emerge as a group of students requiring further
investigation to understand how they can improve peer
relationships, subsequent mental and behavioral health, and
their ultimate postsecondary readiness and aspirations.
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This study is also not without limitations. First, latent
class and profile analyses center on the person as opposed
to their response or score. Thus, assigning an individual
to the most appropriate class or profile is not exact.
Probabilities inform the assignment to classes, so exact
scores or percentages of individual characteristics cannot be
used. This lack of exact scores or percentages can create a
limitation in the distinct labeling of classes or profiles. In
other words, whatever class or profile label is used to define
them may not be the most accurate for every individual
included. Second, the current study investigated a large
sample of rural adolescents from a particular region in the
United States. As such, the generalizability of this study’s
findings is limited in that they demonstrate the unique
individual characteristics and school experiences of this
specific sample and its regional context. The ways in which
peer relationships, internalized and externalized behaviors,
and postsecondary motivation and readiness variables
coalesce among more diverse rural adolescent populations
or regions may be very different (Ali et al., 2019; Eccles &
Roeser, 2011; Graham & Echols, 2018). Third, the survey
instrument used in data collection is nearly a decade old and
uses potentially confusing language to assess perceptions
of certain constructs (e.g., internalized and externalized
behaviors). Updating and expanding the CAYCI-SES to
include more gender identity, sexual orientation, and racial/
ethnic options may provide more accurate and inclusive
student perception data, which may lend itself to different
latent classes or profiles of students who experience varying
levels of motivation or readiness.

Implications for Rural Education Policy and Practice

Promoting adolescent motivation and adequate
preparation for multiple postsecondary pathways has become
an increasing priority for schools and educators over the
past several decades (Camara, 2013; Conley, 2012; Darling-
Hammond et al., 2014; Wentzel, 2017). Concurrently,
scholarship continues to highlight the critical role that school
climate, peer relationships, and students’ lived experiences
play in shaping motivation, engagement, and postsecondary
readiness (Cornell & Mayer, 2010; Hoffman et al., 2017).
Despite this growing body of evidence, the translation of
these insights into policies and practices that are responsive
to rural students and school contexts remains uneven, in part
due to shifting definitions of rurality and the variability of
indicators used to assess student readiness and motivation
(Wang & Degol, 2016). The use of empirically derived rural
student profiles offers a promising pathway forward by
providing educators and policymakers with a more nuanced,
subjective understanding of rural student populations. Such
profiles can support school- and district-level leaders in
moving beyond one-size-fits-all approaches toward more

differentiated, equitable supports that align resources with
students’ developmental, social, and academic readiness.

From a practice perspective, the four readiness profiles
identified in this study point to the importance of targeted
and differentiated supports across rural secondary schools.
Rather than applying uniform interventions, school and
district leaders can leverage these profiles to design
supports that meet students where they are. Strategies
might look like targeted mentoring programs, restorative
practices to promote safer school environments, and
contextualized social-emotional learning curricula for
students who demonstrate lower motivation or readiness,
alongside expanded access to early college coursework,
CTE, work-based learning, and project-based learning for
students demonstrating clearer postsecondary trajectories.
Aligning interventions with student profiles allows rural
schools, which often operate with limited staffing and
financial capacity, to employ and integrate resources more
strategically while avoiding deficit-based assumptions
about rural learners and their communities.

Findings related to peer relationships further
underscore the need for intentional investments in peer
and community connections within rural schools. Given
the strong links between peer relationships, internalizing
and externalizing behaviors, and subsequent outcomes
related to motivation and college and career readiness, rural
schools should prioritize structures and partnerships that
foster belonging, identity development, and connectedness.
Practices may include targeted advisory periods, school- or
community-based mentoring networks, and partnerships
with local organizations or community partners that expand
opportunities for meaningful engagement through work-
based and project-based learning aligned with student
interests. Such approaches are particularly salient in rural
contexts, where schools often naturally function as central
community hubs and where strengthening social capital may
mitigate isolation and disengagement among adolescents.

Notably, low-income students and female students
were disproportionately represented in the low, limited, and
moderately motivated and postsecondary-ready profiles.
These findings suggest a need for further investigation
into the peer dynamics, social pressures, and mental and
behavioral health challenges faced by rural adolescent girls.
For educators and administrators, these results point to the
importance of proactively identifying social and cultural
barriers affecting these students and implementing targeted,
contextually relevant supports. Examples may include
localized adaptations of girls’ prosocial development
programs (e.g., Friend to Friend) or the use of tele-mentoring
and professional learning models, such as Project ECHO, to
build educator capacity to support female students’ social-
emotional development in geographically isolated settings
(Leff et al., 2016). Additionally, the strong association
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between SES and postsecondary aspirations reinforces the
need for rural schools to engage families and communities
in addressing basic needs through rural-focused family—
school-community partnerships such as Community
Schools or Promise Zone initiatives that integrate academic,
social, and health-related supports (Daniel et al., 2019;
Perna & Leigh, 2018).

At the policy level, these findings highlight the
urgency of integrating college and career pathways into
rural education policy in more equitable, sustained, and
comprehensive ways. Policymakers and education leaders
must ensure that rural students have genuine access to both
college-preparatory and workforce-oriented pathways by
investing in transportation, broadband and technology
infrastructure, and credentialing partnerships that connect
students to regional employers, emerging industries, and
institutions of higher education. Without such investments,
postsecondary options and opportunities for rural students,
particularly those in lower readiness profiles, remain
limited, regardless of their motivation or aspiration.

Finally, although not an original aim of this
investigation, the findings carry particular relevance in
the post-COVID-19 educational landscape. As students
have returned to full-time, in-person learning, educators
increasingly are observing social-emotional skill gaps
and behavioral challenges linked to prolonged isolation
(Brausch et al., 2023). The results of this study provide
empirical support for centering peer relationships, sense
of belonging and safety, and social connectedness as
foundational components of motivation and postsecondary
readiness. For rural schools and communities that are
navigating recovery and renewal, these findings offer both
support and guidance for navigating our current educational
landscape. The strengthening of relationships, aligning
supports with student readiness, and embedding college

and career pathways into policy and practice are not and
should not be secondary efforts or afterthoughts, but rather
be considered critical strategies for fostering equitable
postsecondary preparation and success for rural students
and communities.

Conclusion

The academic motivation and college and career
readiness of students remain a primary goal of educators
and school systems. A school’s context, climate, and
culture shape formative experiences and social connections
developed by students. In turn, these connections
and experiences influence students’ internalized and
externalized behaviors, which impact self-efficacy, goal
setting, motivation, and postsecondary attainment and
success. Therefore, a school’s ability to foster a culture
and climate that supports healthy, prosocial relationships
and promotes the development of positive internalized and
externalized behavior can directly influence the motivation
and preparation of all students. This strategy may be more
of a challenge for rural communities and schools due to
limited resources and collaborative opportunities. On the
other hand, rural schools may hold unique assets or social
frameworks that foster greater connection, support, and
social capital among students due to smaller sizes and
more concentrated interaction opportunities. Using latent
class and profile analysis, a school can gain the ability to
determine whether subgroups of students may require more
focused intervention or support. This analytical method
may help an educator or school discern specific and efficient
policy shifts or targeted programming that might be most
beneficial for vulnerable or at-risk students. In this way,
greater equity in support and attainment for rural students
of all backgrounds can be attained.
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