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College and career readiness has become a national education policy priority. With more than 9.3 million rural 
students in the United States, the college and career readiness of rural students is a warranted priority for rural 
education researchers. Using a combination of Conley’s (2012) college and career readiness model, Perna’s (2006) 
nested model of college choice, and Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent et al., 2014), we systematically reviewed 
and analyzed the extant literature on rural students’ college and career readiness. In addition to providing a 
comprehensive discussion of the prominent themes in the literature, we provide recommendations for future 
research on rural students’ college and career readiness as well as changes to college and career readiness 
standards and practices that would better align with the strengths and needs of rural students, schools, and 
communities. 
 

With an increasingly global economy and 
shifting workforce demands, ensuring that all 
students leave high school with the skills necessary to 
successfully enter college or the workforce has 
become a national education policy priority (Bragg & 
Taylor, 2014; Mishkind, 2014). Furthermore, 
prioritizing college and career readiness for all 
students is increasingly viewed as an issue of 
educational equity as students of color, students of 
lower socioeconomic status, and students with 
disabilities are far less likely to leave high school 
with the requisite skills for success in college or the 
workforce (Bragg & Taylor, 2014; Lombardi et al., 
2013; Monahan et al., 2020). Reflecting this attention 
to college and career readiness, the National Rural 
Education Association (NREA) identified “college 
and career readiness/preparation for postsecondary 
experiences” as one of its ten rural education research 
priorities in its Research Agenda 2016-2021 (Hill & 
Turney, 2016)  

With more than 9.3 million rural school students 
in the United States (Showalter et al., 2019), the 
college and career readiness of rural students is a 
warranted priority for rural education researchers, as 
rural youth have assets and experience barriers to 
college and career readiness that differ significantly 
from their nonrural peers (Agger et al., 2018; 
Hutchins et al., 2012; Johnson, 2008; Slocum et al. 
2020). As we approach the final year of NREA’s 
2016-2021 research agenda, it is imperative that we 
take stock of what we know about rural students’ 
college and career readiness. Additionally, this 

accounting must be comprehensive and critical, 
attending to the multitude of factors at play and 
noting the tension that is often inherent between 
strengthening rural communities and answering “the 
rallying cry of contemporary educational reform” that 
college and career readiness has become (Biddle & 
Hall, 2017, para. 8). This systematic literature review 
addresses these needs by providing a detailed and 
critical analysis of the prominent themes in the 
literature. This review also engages in a 
comprehensive discussion of what the extant 
literature can tell us about rural students’ college and 
career readiness as well as where it falls short of this 
goal, thus yielding recommendations for the future of 
the field. We conclude with a discussion of how a 
place-based approach to college and career readiness 
could better serve rural students, schools, and 
communities.  

Defining and Determining College and Career 
Readiness 

Defining college and career readiness (CCR) is 
not a straightforward task due to both the wide 
variability in state-level definitions and conceptions 
of what it means for students to be “ready” for their 
chosen postsecondary paths and the evolution of 
terminology and aspects of readiness that are 
considered in the extant literature (Hooker & Brand, 
2010; Monahan et al., 2020). Despite this variation, 
however, most conceptions of CCR recognize its 
multifaceted nature, encompassing academic 
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knowledge, awareness of the steps needed to enact 
postsecondary goals, communication and self-
advocacy skills, and individual aspirations and 
perseverance (Hooker & Brand, 2010; Lombardi et 
al., 2013; Martinez et al., 2017; Mishkind, 2014; 
Monahan et al., 2020). 

For this reason, we draw our definition of CCR 
from Conley (2012), who argues that “a student who 
is ready for college and career can qualify for and 
succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing college courses 
leading to a baccalaureate or certificate, or career 
pathway-oriented training programs without the need 
for remedial or developmental coursework” (p. 1). 
Recognizing students’ interests and aspirations will 
determine what skills they need to be ready for their 
next steps after high school, Conley’s CCR model 
determines each student’s readiness by the degree to 
which they have developed skills in four areas: key 
cognitive strategies, key content knowledge, key 
learning skills and techniques, and key transition 
knowledge and skills. Key cognitive strategies are the 
ways of thinking required by college-level work and 
key content knowledge is adequate knowledge in 
core subjects and technical knowledge and skills 
connected to career aspirations (Conley, 2012). Key 
learning skills and techniques consist of both the 
specific learning techniques, such as time 
management and study skills, as well as the ability of 
students to take ownership of their learning, requiring 
students to set goals, be persistent, and have self-
efficacy. Finally, key transition knowledge and skills 
is information on how to successfully pursue a 
chosen postsecondary option, ranging from students’ 
aspirations and career awareness to their 
understanding of eligibility requirements for and cost 
associated with their postsecondary choice. We chose 
Conley’s model over other models and standards of 
readiness such as Tinto’s (2007), or Wiley, Wyatt, 
and Camara’s (2010) because Conley’s considers 
readiness for both college and career, and is 
comprehensive and multidimensional, addressing 
both cognitive and noncognitive skills (Lombardi et 
al., 2013).  

Although definitions of CCR are typically 
multifaceted, determinations of students’ CCR in the 
literature are often based on their standardized test 
performance, high school curricular intensity (Bragg 
& Taylor, 2014), or rates of college enrollment and 
completion (Camara, 2013). However, using these 
outcomes measures to assess students’ CCR is 
problematic because there are a wide variety of 
factors that impact students’ completion of their 

postsecondary goals (Camara, 2013) including their 
ability to afford advanced education or vocational 
training, personal obligations (such as caring for a 
sick family member) that may impede their progress, 
or choosing to pursue a different career path that may 
require less formal education or training. However, 
students’ preparation for their next steps after high 
school is integral to their ability to complete their 
postsecondary goals, and postsecondary enrollment 
and completion are prominently featured in the extant 
literature (e.g., Ali & Menke, 2014; Howley et al., 
2014; Koricich et al., 2018; Mykerezi et al., 2014; 
Wilkinson & Pearson, 2015). For these reasons, we 
chose to include this body of research in our review 
of the literature, recognizing that while there are 
additional factors at play, these measures do help us 
construct the story of rural students’ CCR. 

Theoretical Framework 

To identify relevant literature, as well as to frame 
and bound our critical analysis of rural students’ 
CCR, we employed a theoretical framework that 
utilized Conley’s (2012) aforementioned CCR model 
alongside Perna’s (2006) nested model of college 
choice and Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT; 
Lent et al., 1994). While Conley’s CCR model is 
comprehensive and multifaceted, it focuses primarily 
on factors related to students’ and schools’ roles. As 
it is a model used by schools to help ensure their 
students are prepared for their postsecondary paths, 
this focus makes sense, but Conley explicitly 
acknowledges that the model does not attend to 
factors integral to students’ CCR, including parent 
support, peer influence, and the ability to afford 
college (Conley, 2012). 

For this reason, we chose to also include Perna’s 
(2006) nested model of college choice, which 
contains a core grounded in human capital investment 
theory that is nested within four broader layers of 
context: students’ habitus, school and community 
context, higher education context, and the broader 
social, economic, and policy context. Using both an 
economic model of human capital as well as 
sociological concepts such as cultural and social 
capital, Perna’s model encourages an exploration of 
why students choose to enroll in college that 
considers both individual and structural 
considerations. Additionally, the model’s emphasis 
on the interplay between various levels of influence 
encourages the interpretation of students’ college 
decisions through an ecological lens, often used in 
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the literature on rural students’ postsecondary choices 
and outcomes (see, for example, Agger et al., 2018; 
Crockett, Shanahan, & Jackson-Newsom, 2000; 
Demi et al., 2010; Wilkenson & Pearson, 2015). Due 
to the interconnected and overlapping nature of 
college readiness and the decision to attend college – 
thereby making Perna’s model a better fit for our 
work than a less specific ecological lens (e.g., 
Bronfenbrenner, 1992) – we draw upon this model 
for our work, extending its use to consider factors 
related to college readiness more broadly, rather than 
solely in the context of a student’s ultimate choice to 
attend college.   

Despite these strengths, Perna’s model 
inadequately attends to factors related to work/career 
so we also drew upon social cognitive career theory 
(SCCT; Lent et al., 1994) to frame our study. As 
“perhaps the most prominent framework delineating 
the key factors and processes by which individuals 
develop and pursue post-secondary goals” (Irvin et 
al., 2012, p. 72), SCCT is based on Bandura’s social 
cognitive theory in which three components (personal 
attributes, external/environmental factors, and overt 
behavior) interact bi-directionally to influence a 
student’s career choice (Lent et al., 1994). In this 
way, SCCT “addresses the intersection of culture, 
gender, genetic endowment, social context, life 
events, and career-related choices, as well as the 
connection of self-efficacy, personal goals, and 
outcome expectations that may influence career 
choice” (Griffin et al., 2011, p. 173). SCCT is 
integral to the framing of our study both because it 
focuses on career choice and because it attends 
explicitly to factors – such as self-efficacy – found in 
the rural student CCR literature. Although we include 
SCCT in our framework as an intentional effort to not 
prioritize college enrollment over vocational training 
or immediate entry into the workforce after high 
school, literature on rural students’ CCR (and the 
policies and/or practices this literature examines) 
often do prioritize college over career readiness 
(Budge et al., 2019; Zuckerman et al., 2018). As 
such, while we include articles that explicitly discuss 
career readiness in our review when possible, our 
discussion of the findings is representational of the 
body as a whole, thus more attention is given to 
college-oriented findings than career-oriented ones.   

Taken together, this theoretical frame 
encouraged a comprehensive literature review, 
attending to literature on rural student readiness for 
both college and work across multiple levels of 
factors including student characteristics (e.g., 

aspiration and self-efficacy), family characteristics 
(e.g., parental support for postsecondary goals and 
family socioeconomic status), school factors (e.g., 
curriculum and teacher expectations), and community 
factors (e.g., employment opportunities and 
community-school relationships).  

Aims and Importance for the Field 

Throughout this review of the extant literature 
and our discussion of our findings, we pay careful 
attention to avoid a deficit perspective in this work, 
highlighting the assets of rural students while also 
attending to the very real obstacles that many rural 
students face. Additionally, we examine research 
conducted in a wide range of rural communities with 
diverse student populations, geographies, and 
employment opportunities, explicitly noting these 
differences throughout the piece. By attending to 
these issues, we hope to encourage a complex and 
rich view of rurality that pushes back on the 
perceived homogeneity of rural people and places, as 
well as the “rural school problem” narrative that has 
been over a century in the making and is still 
prevalent in education research (Biddle & Azano, 
2016).  

Our work advances the field of rural education 
research in three ways. First, we provide a 
comprehensive review of the rural student CCR 
literature which, to our knowledge, is the first review 
of its kind on this topic. Second, we discuss the 
themes and key findings in the extant literature, 
drawing on this body of work as a whole in order to 
provide the reader with an inclusive understanding of 
what we know about the factors related to rural 
students’ CCR as well as the gaps that remain in our 
understanding of this topic (Kelley, 2011). Finally, 
we provide recommendations for future research and 
for changes to CCR standards and practices that 
would better serve rural students, schools, and 
communities. It is our hope that these 
recommendations shape policy and practice, support 
future researchers’ efforts to provide necessary and 
novel contributions to the field, and assist rural-
serving organizations such as NREA in establishing 
future research priorities.  

Methods 

To conduct our search for literature on rural 
student CCR, we searched the following databases 
through EBSCOhost: Academic Search Complete; 
Academic Search Premier; Education Full Text; 
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Education Research Complete; ERIC; APA PsycInfo; 
SocINDEX with Full Text; Sociological Collection; 
Vocational and Career Collection; and Vocational 
Studies Premier. Our searches used the search term 
“rural” in conjunction with search terms relevant to 
college and career readiness such as: college and 
career readiness; college preparation; career 
readiness; postsecondary; and aspiration. In order to 
foreground rurality in our search processes, we 
included the term “rural” in each of our searches and 
limited our findings to results that included “rural” in, 
at a minimum, the abstract.  

Using a field-emergent perspective (Miller, 
2011), search terms related to CCR were chosen due 
to their presence in the theoretical framework guiding 
the study as well as through reviews of the research 
generated through our search processes. Therefore, 
search term selection was an iterative process, with 
an initial list of search terms generated by our 
foundational framework and additional search terms 
added as we reviewed the literature generated by our 
searches in order to address areas of relevant 
literature not captured by our initial list. Through this 
process, we ensured that our searches were 
comprehensive in nature and generated literature that 
reflected our theoretical framework as well as 
prominent topics in the area of rural student CCR. In 
each search, we limited the results to sources 
published no earlier than 2000 and focused on the 
United States context. We chose these parameters in 
order to balance our desire to provide a review of the 
literature that was as comprehensive as possible 
while ensuring the research used in the review was 
relevant to the current context of American students’ 
CCR, particularly the increased attention to 
postsecondary success for all students in federal 
legislation since the early 2000s (Monahan et al., 
2020). 

To supplement findings from these databases, we 
also conducted searches using Google Scholar, 
conducted journal-specific searches of journals with a 
rural education focus including The Rural Educator 
and Journal of Research in Rural Education, and 
engaged in snowball referencing (Miller, 2011) in 
which we used the reference lists of existing sources 
to generate additional sources for review. We 
engaged in these practices until reaching saturation, 
the point at which we did not reasonably believe that 
additional searches would contribute to our 
understanding of the extant literature (Schutz, 2006).  

We carefully documented each search, noting the 
databases and search terms used as well as the total 

number of results generated by the search and the 
total number of results that were selected for 
inclusion in the literature review after removal of 
sources already found through a prior search as well 
as sources that were generated by the search, but did 
not actually address rural student CCR. Not only did 
this documentation serve as an audit trail, thereby 
ensuring an organized search process (Goldman & 
Schmalz, 2004) and increasing the reliability of our 
methods (Holley & Harris, 2019), it also provided 
support for our conclusion that we had reached 
saturation as searches returned few or no articles not 
captured by prior searches. In all, we included 111 
sources in our review.  

To aid in organization and analysis of the 
literature, we created a spreadsheet that served as a 
review matrix (Garrard, 2017), documenting 
pertinent information of each source generated by our 
search process including each source’s citation, 
method and sample, and key findings. We then used 
this matrix as we engaged in open coding (Saldaña, 
2016) of each source, documenting these open codes 
in a separate column of the spreadsheet. After this 
process, we discussed these codes and separately 
performed a round of focused coding (Saldaña, 
2016), drawing on our theoretical framework for 
organization and noting the major themes that 
emerged from the open coding process. We then 
compared these focused codes and calculated an 
intercoder agreement of 83%, which, after thorough 
discussion of discrepancies (Saldaña, 2016), was 
further improved to 100%. These focused codes 
became the foundation for the organization of our 
findings section. Namely, we categorize the 
prominent themes found in the rural student CCR 
literature into four main areas: student factors, family 
factors, school factors, and community factors. (See 
Table 1.) This organization is further supported by 
Perna’s nested model of college choice (2006), which 
was used to guide our literature review and an 
ecological approach to development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1992), used prominently in the 
literature we reviewed.  

Findings 

Student Factors 

We begin our analysis with a discussion of 
student factors that are related to rural youths’ CCR. 
Findings in this section connect to the core and first 
layer of Perna’s (2006) nested model of college  
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Table 1 
Additional Information on Data Analysis Process 

Sample Open Codes Focused Codes and Resulting 
Themes 

Number of Articles Primarily 
Associated with Focused Code 

postsecondary aspirations; self-
efficacy; gender student factors 54 

parental education; parental 
expectations; family support  family factors 4 

advanced courses; teacher-student 
relationship; CCR programming school factors 43 

employment opportunities; 
community demographics community factors 10 

 
choice, as they represent the human capital calculus 
rural students must undergo when deciding whether 
to go to college and how students’ habitus affects 
their CCR. They also connect to students’ personal 
attributes and overt behaviors components of SCCT 
related to students’ career-related choices (Lent et al., 
1994). 

Aspirations. Much of the literature concerning 
CCR focuses on the aspirations of rural youth to 
attend a postsecondary institution. One of the first 
studies that tracked rural student aspirations to higher 
education came from Hu’s (2003) analysis of the 
National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988. Hu 
found that rural students were less likely than 
nonrural peers to aspire to any form of postsecondary 
education (28% rural, 31% urban, and 33% 
suburban), less likely to enroll in any four-year form 
of postsecondary education (56% rural, 64% urban, 
and 64% suburban), and slightly more likely to enroll 
in a two-year postsecondary institution (33% rural, 
27% urban, and 28% suburban). Since then, however, 
several national and regional studies have shown that 
rural students in the United States aspire to 
postsecondary institutions at rates similar to or higher 
than their nonrural peers (Agger et al., 2018; Howley, 
2006; Petrin et al., 2011). For example, Howley’s 
(2006) analysis from the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics found that 47% of youth from rural areas 
aspired to complete a bachelor’s degree, while 
nonrural youth aspired at a rate of 37%.  

Some differences in aspirations exist by gender 
among national studies of rural education (Agger et 
al., 2018; Petrin et al., 2011). For example, male 
aspirations for postsecondary education were 
negatively correlated with their perception of the job 
market within the local community; if male students 
believed that the local job market could provide 
employment, they tended to not desire postsecondary 

education. On the other hand, female rural youth who 
were rated by their teachers as being academically 
competent tended to have a positive perception of 
their rural environment and were more likely to 
indicate their desire to remain in their hometown 
after high school graduation, or to return after 
completing college (Petrin et al., 2011). 

Academic readiness. Another factor in 
understanding rural student CCR is academic 
readiness. Several studies have attempted to 
understand how rural students perform on academic 
assessments when compared to their nonrural peers. 
Williams (2005) found that a gap existed between 
rural youth math achievement on the Programme in 
International Student Assessment (PISA), which is an 
international standardized test, when compared to 
their nonrural peers. However, these differences 
disappeared when controlling for socioeconomic 
status (SES). Conversely, Provasnik and colleagues 
(2007) found that twelfth-grade rural student 
performance on the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) in math was below that 
of suburban students, but the analysis was not 
controlled for socioeconomic status. Another study 
by Mykerezi and colleagues (2014) found academic 
achievement differs between rural and nonrural youth 
in elementary school. This gap continues through 
high school and postsecondary education. Unlike the 
Williams (2005) piece, the authors make no mention 
of controlling for SES. When adjusted for SES, it 
appears that rural students perform at similar levels 
as their nonrural peers (Williams, 2005). However, 
there is also considerable heterogeneity by students’ 
race/ethnicity with slower academic growth for rural 
Black, Hispanic, and Native American students 
compared to their nonrural peers (Johnson et al., 
2020). Additionally, while standardized test scores 
are often used to assess students’ academic readiness, 
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high school grade point average may be a better 
indicator for rural students’ CCR as performance on 
standardized tests does not predict postsecondary 
success as effectively as high school grade point 
average among rural students (Hodara & Lewis, 
2017).  

 
Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is a measure of one’s 

confidence in their ability to accomplish a goal or 
complete a task (Ali & Menke, 2014). As self-
efficacy has been linked to students’ postsecondary 
choices (Griffin et al., 2011), self-efficacy could be 
an area that is crucial to understanding why suburban 
and urban students are 1.5 times more likely to enroll 
in college than rural students (Wells et al., 2019). 
Afterall, Prins and Kassab (2017) found that rural 
students tend to perceive that postsecondary 
education would be unattainable for them. 
Furthermore, Ali & McWhirter (2006) found that 
rural students’ self-efficacy towards educational 
goals predicted their career pathway through 
postsecondary education; if rural students believed 
that they could complete a postsecondary education, 
they were likely to opt for it over directly entering the 
workforce.  

Demographics such as age, race, and 
socioeconomic status impact rural students’ self-
efficacy. Some research has found that rural students 
tend to view fewer barriers to higher education as 
they got older (Ali & Menke, 2014; Irvin et al., 
2012), but not if a student identifies as Hispanic, does 
not speak English as a first language, has parents 
with lower postsecondary education attainment, or if 
their family is economically disadvantaged (Irvin et 
al., 2012). Contrary to Irvin and colleagues’ findings, 
Ali & Menke (2014) found that rural Latino youth 
may have higher self-efficacy beliefs than their white 
peers, though White students were underrepresented 
in the sample of the study. Finally, students’ beliefs 
about the affordability of college impacts their 
college-going self-efficacy (Gibbons & Borders, 
2010). There is evidence that rural students are 
underrepresented in FAFSA (Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid) applications compared to their 
nonrural counterparts (Prins & Kassab, 2017), which 
is problematic because all U.S. residents must fill out 
the FAFSA in order to access any federal aid for 
postsecondary education and many states and 
universities use the FAFSA to determine eligibility 
for other need based aid (U.S. Department of 
Education, n.d.). The relationship between FAFSA 
completion and students’ self-efficacy is bi-

directional. On one hand, some students may not 
believe they are able to afford college, therefore they 
do not fill out the FAFSA. On the other hand, failure 
to complete FAFSA may impact their assessment of 
the affordability of college and impact their self-
efficacy to attend college and, as a result, their 
postsecondary decisions. Rurality itself is also a 
factor that can affect self-efficacy. Individuals who 
live in rural areas are typically geographically further 
from an institution of higher education than those 
who are nonrural (Brown and Schafft, 2018), 
complicating students’ ability to visit college 
campuses and/or be exposed to a college culture. 
Therefore, geographic distance is likely a factor in 
the self-efficacy of rural students compared to their 
nonrural counterparts. 

Outcome measures: College enrollment and 
completion. As previously discussed, rural students’ 
CCR is often assessed by whether or not they 
successfully executed their postsecondary choices; 
these retrospective assessments often employ 
outcome measures such as college enrollment and 
completion. Although researchers have 
problematized the use of these measures as the sole 
assessment of students’ CCR (Camara, 2013), they 
remain prominent in the extant literature and do 
provide some insight into the broad picture of rural 
students’ CCR. As such, we conclude our discussion 
of student factors related to rural students’ CCR with 
a discussion of these measures. 

Rural student enroll in and complete college at 
rates similar to urban students, but below those of 
suburban students (Howley et al., 2014; National 
Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2018; 
Provasnik, 2007). Despite lower rates of enrollment 
when compared to suburban peers, most rural 
students do complete some form of postsecondary 
education that results in a credential: 28% of rural 
students complete a bachelor’s degree, 21% earn an 
associate degree or certificate, and 6% complete a 
master’s, doctoral, or professional degree within 10 
years of graduating high school (Schmitt-Wilson et 
al., 2018). Meanwhile, Petcu and colleagues’ (2017) 
study of longitudinal data found that attending a rural 
high school predicted the completion of a two-year 
postsecondary program, with fewer students with 
disabilities from rural areas completing a four-year 
degree.  While rural students lag behind their 
suburban peers in graduating from college in six 
years, they could be taking longer to complete, 
especially because rural youth are more likely than 
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their nonrural peers to work at the same time that 
they are enrolled in a postsecondary institution 
(Johnson, 2008). Additionally, determining college 
completion rates for rural students is further 
complicated by the use of different definitions of 
rurality in the extant literature (Manly et al., 2019). 
Lastly, one area of the rural college completion 
literature that is emerging is completion rates of rural 
LGBTQ youth. One study found that men who 
identified as LGBTQ completed college at a higher 
rate than their heterosexual peers. The same was not 
true, however, for rural women who identified as 
LGBTQ, who were less likely to complete college 
than their heterosexual female peers (Wilkinson & 
Pearson, 2015). More work is needed to better 
understand college completion for rural LGBTQ 
youth.  

Family Factors 

We continue our analysis with a discussion of 
family factors that are related to rural youths’ CCR. 
Findings in this section connect to the habitus layer 
of Perna’s (2006) nested model of college choice and 
to the external/environmental factors of SCCT (Lent 
et al., 1994). 
 

Parental support and expectations. Rural 
parents play a crucial role in their students’ college 
and career readiness, with rural students more likely 
than nonrural students to report being influenced by 
their parents when making their postsecondary 
decisions (Gándara et al., 2001). One way that rural 
parents influence their children’s postsecondary 
choices is by communicating the expectations they 
have for them. Using longitudinal data of nearly 
5,000 youth who enrolled or completed college, 
Byun, Irvin, and Meece (2012) found no observable 
differences in parental educational expectations 
between rural students and their suburban or urban 
counterparts. Byun and colleagues’ quantitative 
analysis of a national sample of students aligns with 
qualitative studies that examined parental educational 
expectations for Alaska Native students (Doyle et al., 
2009), African American students in the South 
(Means et al., 2016), and White, Appalachian 
students whose parents did not attend college 
(Slocum et al., 2020), all of which found that students 
believed their parents had high educational 
expectations for them and felt supported by them in 
their pursuit of higher education. 

The attention to the expectations that parents 
have for their children is certainly warranted as rural 
students’ educational aspirations are shaped by their 
parents’ educational expectations (Agger et al., 2018; 
Smith, 2007) with work-bound rural youth more 
likely to report lower parental expectations for 
completing college than college-bound rural youth 
(Hutchins et al., 2012). Additionally, parental higher 
educational expectations (or students’ perceptions 
that their parents hold higher educational 
expectations for them) increase the likelihood of rural 
students’ college enrollment (Demi et al., 2010) and 
bachelor’s degree completion (Schmitt-Wilson et al., 
2018).  

While a close and supportive relationship with 
parents can increase students’ educational 
aspirations, college enrollment, and educational 
attainment, strong bonds to family can complicate 
students’ decisions to pursue higher education, 
particularly for rural students who lack geographical 
proximity to institutions of higher education. For 
example, Demi and colleagues (2010) found that a 
strong bond with parents was not a strong predictor 
of students’ college enrollment and posit that one 
reason for this is because students’ desire to stay 
close to home conflicts with the need to leave home 
for college. However, this study also found that 
students ultimately were more likely to enroll in 
college if they thought their parents would be 
disappointed by their decision not to attend college. 
This conflict between staying close to home and 
leaving for college is felt not only by students, but 
also by their parents. Slocum, Weekley, and 
Sherfinski (2020) found that, while complicated by 
their desire for their children to remain connected to 
them and to their community, Appalachian parents 
ultimately desired for their children to attend college, 
in large part due to their belief that a college degree 
would help their children achieve financial stability.  

Expecting their children to pursue postsecondary 
education and providing encouragement for this 
choice is often not enough for parents to help their 
students enact these postsecondary choices, however. 
Numerous studies (Doyle et al., 2009; Grant, 2018; 
Means et al., 2016; Roberts, 2019; Slocum et al., 
2020) have found that, despite being supportive of 
students’ decisions to attend college or vocational 
training after high school, some rural parents lack the 
knowledge of how to guide their children through the 
processes needed to reach their postsecondary goals. 
However, some rural parents are able to tap into 
strong social networks in their extended family 
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and/or community to better understand how to help 
their children (Slocum et al., 2020).  

Family socioeconomic status. In addition to 
parents’ educational expectations for their children, 
parent income or socioeconomic status (SES) has 
received significant attention in the literature on rural 
students’ CCR. Family SES is associated with rural 
students’ plans to pursue work versus college 
(Hutchins et al., 2012), rural students’ college 
attendance patterns, including entry to and 
continuous enrollment in postsecondary education 
(Byun et al., 2015), and what type of institution to 
attend (Koricich et al., 2018).  

The role that family SES plays in students’ 
postsecondary plans is complex. For example, Demi, 
Coleman-Jensen, and Snyder (2010) found that rural 
students’ perception of their family income has a 
significant association with students’ college 
enrollment. However, rural youths’ perception of 
family income did not directly affect enrollment, but 
had a mediating relationship with enrollment through 
an effect on other factors such as students’ 
relationships with their parents, their grades, and their 
educational aspirations. Additionally, research has 
demonstrated that the impact of socioeconomic status 
on student’s postsecondary aspirations differs for 
rural students compared to their nonrural peers. For 
example, Koricich and colleagues (2018) found that 
socioeconomic status had a strong, statistically 
significant relationship with postsecondary education 
decisions, both whether to enroll in any form of 
higher education as well as what type of higher 
education institution students enrolled in. However, 
they also found that the impact of having a family 
with higher socioeconomic status was less 
pronounced for rural students than for urban students 
in terms of attending a more selective institution. 
Their findings underscore the difference between 
rural and urban students’ postsecondary choices, even 
for students from more affluent families. 

Although there has been an increase in lower 
middle class rural high school students who plan to 
attend college (Legutko, 2008), rural families’ 
financial situations, or students’ perceptions of them, 
remain a barrier to adequate CCR. For some students, 
this barrier presents itself during high school when 
students are unable to participate in college and 
career preparation activities. For example, Piontek 
and colleagues (2016) found that families’ abilities to 
afford dual enrollment courses were a barrier to 
students’ participation in these programs. For other 

students, this barrier presents itself as students are 
choosing what to do after high school. Higher family 
economic hardship was associated with an increase in 
students’ perceived educational barriers (Irvin et al., 
2012), ranging from perceived barriers to entering 
community college (Scott et al., 2015) to graduate 
degrees (Molefe et al., 2017). 

Parental education levels. Finally, the third 
family factor that is prominent in the rural student 
CCR literature is parental educational levels. Overall, 
rural students are more likely than their nonrural 
peers to have parents with a high school degree as 
their highest level of education (Prins & Kassab, 
2017; Provasnik et al., 2007) and this trend also holds 
true for rural youth who aspire to continue their 
education in some way after high school. This rural-
urban disparity was true for rural students who 
intended to pursue certificates and associate’s 
degrees, but was especially pronounced for those 
who intended to pursue a bachelor’s degree (Prins & 
Kassab, 2017). Parental education levels are 
associated with students’ educational aspirations, 
with students whose parents have higher levels of 
formal education reporting higher educational 
aspirations for themselves (Demi et al., 2010; Smith, 
2007). However, there has been an increase in rural 
students who aspire to be the first in their families to 
go to college. Legutko (2008) found that there was an 
increase in rural students whose parents did not have 
any postsecondary education who reported during 
their senior year of high school that they planned to 
attend college in 2005 compared to rural seniors in 
high school a decade earlier. Additionally, some 
research has demonstrated the ways in which the 
impact of parent education levels can be mitigated by 
high school programming. For example, while Smith 
(2007) found that parental education levels strongly 
predicted students’ educational aspirations, 
participation in dual enrollment programs were a 
stronger predictor. 

Despite these encouraging findings, parental 
education remains a significant factor in students’ 
perceptions of their ability to enroll in college and 
their eventual enrollment decisions. Irvin, Byun, 
Meece, Farmer, and Hutchins (2012) found that 
lower parental education was associated with an 
increase in students’ perceived educational barriers. 
Moreover, Prins and Kassab (2017) hypothesized that 
lower parental educational attainment could be a 
factor in lower rates of FAFSA completion in rural 
areas which, as previously discussed, can add to 
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students’ perceived barriers of attending college. 
These findings align with other research that show a 
positive relationship between level of parental 
education and enrollment in a four-year college rather 
than enrollment in a two-year college or no college 
enrollment (Byun et al., 2012; Byun et al., 2017; 
Demi et al., 2010). Taken together, the extant 
literature demonstrates the unique challenges faced 
by rural students whose parents did not attend 
college. 

School Factors 

In addition to students’ families, their schools 
strongly influence rural students’ CCR in a number 
of ways. Findings in this section connect to the 
school and community context and social, economic, 
and policy context layers of Perna’s (2006) nested 
model of college choice and to the 
external/environmental factors of SCCT (Lent et al., 
1994). 

Curriculum and course offerings. 
Overwhelmingly, the majority of the research related 
to CCR focuses on issues of curriculum and course 
offerings. Of primary concern in much of this extant 
literature is the rigor of the curriculum. Rigor is not a 
concern limited to rural schools: 29% of all first-year 
students at 4-year colleges and 40% of first-year 
students at community colleges required remediation 
and were enrolled in at least one developmental 
course in reading, writing, or math (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2011). However, the rigor of 
the curriculum, also known as curriculum intensity, is 
a particular concern for rural students, who, overall, 
attend schools with significantly lower curriculum 
intensity than their suburban or urban peers (Byun et 
al., 2012). Attending schools with lower curriculum 
intensity is problematic as curriculum intensity is 
predictive of the completion of a bachelor’s degree 
(Byun et al., 2012; Byun et al., 2017). Additionally, 
students’ participation1 in advanced courses predict 
educational achievement and postsecondary 
aspirations for students in both high- and low-poverty 
rural communities (Irvin, Meece, et al., 2011). 

 
1 We recognize the lack of a student’s participation in 
an advanced course could be due to student choice or 
lack of course offering. Unless research explicitly 
states that an advanced course was available to a 
student, but they chose not to take it, we include 
these findings in the school section of this paper 

In discussions of curriculum intensity, particular 
attention is often given to math course offerings as 
credits in high level math courses are highly 
associated with college readiness (Cha, 2015). In 
their study of rural, urban, and suburban students, 
Irvin and colleagues (2017) found a complex picture 
of advanced math taking. Briefly, they found that 
rural students take advanced math classes at lower 
rates than their suburban peers, but that rural and 
suburban students do not significantly differ in their 
math achievement in tenth and twelfth grade. In other 
words, rural and suburban students achieve at 
comparable levels in math, but rural students are less 
likely to take advanced math classes. Additionally, 
they found a rural-urban gap in advanced math taking 
that, when prior math achievement is accounted for, 
rural students take advanced math courses at 
significantly lower rates. This finding aligns with 
prior findings that students in urban and suburban 
areas are more likely to take high level math courses 
than students in rural areas (Cha, 2015).  

To increase students’ CCR, some rural schools 
offer advanced placement (AP) classes or dual 
enrollment classes in which students earn college 
credit while in high school. AP courses are offered by 
The College Board (2020) to give high school 
students the opportunity to receive college credit for 
their courses. AP courses are not widely available in 
rural areas of the United States, however. Studies 
have shown that both rural students and minorities 
are underrepresented among those who take AP 
courses every year (Klopfenstein, 2004; Zarate & 
Pachon, 2006). In fact, in nearly half of all rural 
districts in the United States, zero students are 
enrolled in an AP course (Gagnon & Mattingly, 
2015; 2016). AP course availability is expanding, but 
rural students are still not offered AP courses as 
frequently as their nonrural peers (Education 
Commission of the States, 2017).  

There has been an increase in dual enrollment 
programs nationwide (Gewertz, 2016), stemming in 
large part from the increased emphasis on CCR 
(Piontek et al., 2016), and participation can provide a 
number of benefits for students in rural schools 
including forming connections with and acting as 

because, broadly speaking, the majority of this 
research focuses on curricular offerings rather than 
students’ choices to take them. This decision is 
further supported by the research included in this 
paper and elsewhere that points to limited curricular 
offerings in rural schools.  
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points of entry into community colleges (Rockey, 
2019; Strawn, 2019), accessing courses that will 
prepare them for their postsecondary education or 
vocational paths (Holian et al., 2014), and increased 
educational aspirations (Smith, 2007).  

However, rural students’ participation in and 
completion of dual enrollment varies widely 
(Lochmiller et al., 2016; Pierson et al., 2017). One 
factor in this variation is the implementation of dual 
enrollment policies, which varies greatly based on 
state- and local-level contexts and can significantly 
impact their role in students’ postsecondary 
preparation. (Allen & Roberts, 2017, 2019; Mokher 
et al., 2019; Piontek et al, 2016). Formal CCR 
programs and initiatives that increase AP and dual 
enrollment course offerings in rural schools can 
increase students’ outcomes (including ACT scores 
and college enrollment and persistence; Mokher et 
al., 2019), but face barriers shaped by their rural 
context including scheduling constraints, limited 
availability of high school teachers with appropriate 
credentials to teach the courses, and financial burdens 
on students and families (Allen & Roberts, 2017, 
2019; Mokher et al., 2019; Piontek et al, 2016.) 
Finally, implementation of dual enrollment programs 
in rural schools can create unintended consequences 
that negatively impact other efforts to increase rural 
students’ CCR, including AP course offerings 
(Hornbeck & Malin, 2019) or availability of school 
counselors to assist students with postsecondary 
planning (Roberts, 2019). 

Adding advanced courses, including AP and dual 
enrollment courses, provides opportunities for 
students to be challenged by their coursework in high 
school and increase their CCR. Alternatively, to 
increase students’ readiness for college-level 
coursework or vocational training tests, some states 
have encouraged high schools to offer transition 
courses in math and English. These courses are 
offered during the school year to students who are at 
risk of being placed in remedial courses in college or 
vocational training programs. Because these courses 
do not count toward the students’ postsecondary 
graduation requirements, the need to take remedial 
courses in college increase both the time and cost of 
earning a postsecondary degree or certificate. An 
analysis of one transition English course in California 
found that the state’s rural schools were less likely to 
adopt this course than city, suburban, and town 
schools with only 40% of rural schools offering this 
transition course compared to 60% of suburban 
schools. Additionally, small schools were far less 

likely to offer this course: 11 % of high schools with 
fewer than 200 students offered it compared to 42% 
of schools with 400-599 students (Chen-Gaddini et 
al., 2019). This finding aligns with other research that 
has found that rural school size impacts curricular 
offerings (Nitta et al., 2010). 

Finally, of concern for many educational 
stakeholders is the adherence of curriculum to state 
CCR standards. Creating partnerships between K-12 
and higher education has been found to be one 
strategy to help rural schools implement these 
standards (Alford et al., 2014) and support rural 
students’ CCR (Ohlson et al., 2020), however these 
types of collaborations may not address the policy 
environments unique to rural schools. Edgerton and 
Desimone’s (2018) survey of teachers across multiple 
states found that the policy environments of rural 
teachers were significantly different than those of 
urban and suburban teachers in the same state. Rural 
teachers perceived their policy environment to be 
weaker than suburban and urban teachers, reported 
increased difficulty to make policy change in their 
rural districts, and reported teaching significantly less 
of the content emphasized by CCR standards than 
their urban and suburban counterparts. These findings 
provide support for the impact of the broader policy 
environment of rural schools on the implementation 
of state-mandated CCR standards and should not be 
ignored when examining the role that curriculum 
plays in rural students’ CCR. 

School personnel’s support for postsecondary 
planning. For many rural students, one advantage of 
attending a rural school is the potential to form close 
relationships with their teachers. Teachers can bolster 
students’ CCR not only by effectively delivering 
course content, but also by forming relationships with 
their students through which they can provide support 
for and information on students’ postsecondary 
options. Research has found that teacher support 
influences rural students’ motivation (Hardré et al., 
2009) and postsecondary aspirations (Chambers et 
al., 2019). Furthermore, rural schools’ smaller class 
sizes, one factor in the ability for students to form 
close relationships with teachers, are positively 
associated with rural students’ educational aspirations 
(Irvin, Meece, et al., 2011).  

In addition to teachers, school counselors are 
vital to rural students’ CCR. School counselors are 
often tasked with providing college and career 
counseling to students or implementing formal CCR 
curricula (Arrastia-Chisholm et al., 2017). They, 
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along with teachers, can encourage students to pursue 
certain postsecondary options; Tieken (2016) found 
that rural teachers and counselors tend to encourage 
students to seek a degree in fields that will result in a 
job quickly after completing a bachelor’s degree. 

While much of the research has focused on the 
support students receive from their classroom 
teachers and school counselors, there is some 
evidence in the extant literature for the role other 
school staff can play in students’ postsecondary 
aspirations. For example, Means and colleagues 
(2016) found that rural African American high school 
students were encouraged to pursue college by a wide 
range of school personnel including school 
counselors, teachers, and coaches. Staff and students 
in the study attributed this wide-ranging influence to 
the school’s small size and the “one big family” (p. 
558) atmosphere present in the school. Additionally, 
relationships with school staff may be a particularly 
important source of information for students with 
disabilities as one study found that students with 
disabilities relied more on school staff rather than 
college websites and brochures or college visits for 
postsecondary information (Weiss et al., 2012).  

However, while support from school personnel 
plays an integral role in increasing students’ 
academic motivation and postsecondary aspirations, 
this support is often inadequate for helping students 
enact the necessary steps for achieving their 
postsecondary goals (Demi et al., 2010; Doyle et al., 
2009; Means et al., 2016; Roberts, 2019). As such, 
we next turn to the role of rural schools’ 
programming related to college and career planning.  

Provision of college and career programming. 
In addition to support provided by teachers and other 
high school personnel, research has examined a 
broader range of postsecondary preparation activities 
such as college and career fairs, visits to college 
campuses and vocational training centers, or college 
and career counseling sessions with school 
counselors. While students’ participation in these 
activities can increase their educational aspirations 
(Irvin, Meece, et al., 2011) and broaden their 
awareness of postsecondary options, it often has little 
impact on whether or not students were able to 
successfully pursue a postsecondary path (Demi et 
al., 2010). Similar to findings related to support from 
teachers and school personnel, it seems that these 
activities can play a vital role in increasing students’ 
educational aspirations and awareness of their 
postsecondary options, but fall short in helping them 

enact their postsecondary choices. This finding is 
particularly problematic for students who receive 
special education services during high school because 
although all students with an individualized 
education plan (IEP) engage in a secondary transition 
planning process, rural students’ processes are not 
always aligned with their needs and preferences 
(Baer et al., 2003) and may be inadequate for 
preparing them for success in work or college after 
high school (Miller-Warren, 2016; Weiss et al., 
2012).  

One way that schools aim to improve their 
students’ ability to plan for their postsecondary paths 
is the use of formal programs and curriculums in this 
area. Gibbons and colleagues (2020) evaluated a 
program designed to increase CCR for rural 
Appalachian youth. Students reported that the 
program, the curriculum for which was grounded in 
SCCT and attended to cultural aspects of students’ 
communities, did increase postsecondary interests 
and aspirations as well as college-going self-efficacy. 
Students also reported increasing their knowledge of 
the utility of completing postsecondary education in 
order to achieve their longer-term career goals. 
Similarly, Hedrick, Light, and Dick (2013) found that 
rural youth in grades 7-12 who participated in a series 
of activity-based lessons aimed at increasing their 
college-going and financial literacy awareness 
reported an increase in knowledge across all areas 
covered in the program with the greatest increase in 
the areas of understanding the college admission 
office and financial aid. The attention to 
understanding the financial aid process is particularly 
noteworthy as other research has demonstrated rural 
students’ insufficient financial literacy (Means et al., 
2016; Valentine & Khayum, 2005). 

Taken together, findings from the extant 
literature on CCR activities and programming 
indicate that a holistic approach – combining 
opportunities for postsecondary counseling from 
school staff, curricula aimed at increasing students’ 
postsecondary knowledge, and formal postsecondary 
preparation activities such as college and career fairs 
or campus visits – may be most effective for 
preparing all students for their next steps after high 
school.  

Community Factors 

Lastly, rural communities have an impact on 
students’ college and career readiness and 
aspirations. Findings in this section connect to the 
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school and community context and social, economic, 
and policy context layers of Perna’s (2006) nested 
model of college choice and to the 
external/environmental factors of SCCT (Lent et al., 
1994). 

Beyond participating in CCR-related activities 
such as mentoring programs and job shadowing 
(Alleman & Holly, 2013; Ellis, 2018; King, 2012), 
rural residents tend to be involved in the 
postsecondary decisions of rural youth through 
programming in recreation centers, churches, and 
federal programs like 4-H (Alleman & Holly, 2013). 
These individuals can reinforce or counter messages 
teachers and families send about postsecondary goals 
(Byun et al., 2012), whether they lead the students 
away from the community or not; this is important, 
because rural youth who have the strongest 
community attachment tend to have the highest 
academic achievement (Petrin et al., 2014). 
Sometimes, community members can even have 
more influence over the youth in the community than 
school counselors, as rural youth spend much more 
time with community members in churches or at 
extracurricular activities, like sports, than with a 
school counselor (Alleman & Holly, 2013).  

Community members communicate positive 
messages about the local economy, which can lead 
rural males in particular to enter the workforce 
directly after high school (Agger et al., 2018), or 
negative perceptions of the local economy, 
particularly noting how resource extraction leads to 
booms and busts in local economies that do not lead 
to long term security (Slocum et al., 2020). A study 
of two Appalachian communities found that 
community members tended to encourage the youth 
in the community to pursue college degrees because 
they believed that a degree, while serving no greater 
purpose “than a piece of toilet paper” (p. 31) in their 
community, was likely the best chance at a more 
stable economic future, even if that future laid 
outside the community.  

Encouraging rural youth to pursue postsecondary 
options that lead them away from their communities 
can cause tension for some youth who want to pursue 
a college degree, but then return to their communities 
to use them. One way some rural students can resolve 
this tension is through agriculture; a study of 
undergraduate students at the University of Arkansas 
found that rural students were significantly more 
likely to enroll in agricultural, food, and life sciences 
programs than their nonrural peers and were more 
likely to return to their hometown after they 

graduated (Estes, et al., 2016). Therefore, scholars 
should consider community messages to their youth 
about CCR and how it impacts students’ decisions. 
Specifically, scholars should recognize that rural 
community members, particularly those who view 
their local economy negatively, may view a college 
degree as necessary for a future that is more 
economically stable. Thus, they may encourage youth 
to pursue a degree, even without being able to 
provide guidance in this process (Means et al., 2016) 
and even if that means youth will be pursuing a path 
away from their community. Additionally, there is 
limited research on how rural students’ 
postsecondary choices are impacted by the type of 
rural community they grew up in (Hudacs, 2020) so 
scholars are encouraged to pursue research in this 
area to better understand this relationship.  

Discussion and Future Directions for the Field 

To frame the discussion of our findings on rural 
students’ college and career readiness (CCR), we 
return to the theoretical framework guiding our work. 
First, we remind the reader of Conley’s college and 
career readiness model that assesses students’ college 
and career readiness by their skill development in 
four areas: key cognitive strategies, key content 
knowledge, key learning skills and techniques, and 
key transition knowledge and skills. While use of 
Conley’s model encourages a multifaced conception 
of CCR, it focuses on students’ and schools’ roles in 
students’ preparation for their next steps after high 
school. Therefore, we build upon the utility of this 
model by pairing it with Perna’s (2006) nested model 
of college choice and Social Cognitive Career Theory 
(SCCT), which encourages considering the impact of 
multiple layers that influence students’ CCR. Having 
provided a comprehensive review of the extant 
literature on rural students’ CCR organized by four 
areas of influence – student, family, school, and 
community – we now provide a holistic discussion of 
these findings as they relate to Conley’s CCR model 
to provide the reader with an understanding of what 
the extant body of literature on rural students’ CCR 
tells us and what remains unclear, paying particular 
attention to aspects of this research that are 
unexamined, underexamined, or outdated.  

Rural Students’ CCR: Key Cognitive Strategies 
and Key Content Knowledge 

As previously stated, key cognitive strategies are 
the ways of thinking required by college-level work 
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and key content knowledge is the foundational 
understanding of core subject areas (Conley, 2012). 
We discuss these two areas of Conley’s CCR model 
jointly as they relate to the extant literature on rural 
students’ college and career readiness due to the 
significant amount of overlap in the relevant 
literature. These elements also make up important 
areas of SCCT, including personal attributes and 
external factors, as well as habitus and the school and 
community context of Perna’s (2005) nested model. 
The two sections of our literature review that align 
with these two areas are rural students’ academic 
readiness and rural schools’ curricular offerings.  

When socioeconomic status is controlled for, 
rural students perform as well on standardized 
assessments as their nonrural peers (Williams, 2005). 
Rural students’ achievement, however, does not 
necessarily determine the difficulty level of the 
classes they take as we know that, compared to urban 
and suburban peers, rural students tend to attend 
schools with lower curriculum intensity (Byun et al., 
2012) and less alignment to CCR standards (Edgerton 
& Desimone, 2018) , are less likely to take advanced 
math classes (Cha, 2015; Irvin et al., 2017), have less 
access to AP courses (Education Commission of the 
States, 2017; Klopfenstein, 2004; Zarate & Pachon, 
2006), have less access to remediation courses 
(Chen-Gaddini et al., 2019), vary greatly in their 
access to dual enrollment courses (Lochmiller et al., 
2016; Pierson et al., 2017; Piontek et al., 2016), and 
face obstacles to enrolling and completing in 
advanced courses when they are offered (Allen & 
Roberts, 2017; Mokher et al., 2019; Piontek et al., 
2016). 

To ensure that rural students are college and 
career ready in the areas of key cognitive strategies 
and key content knowledge, rural schools should 
continue to expand their course offerings – both 
advanced offerings and remedial offerings – in order 
to bolster rural students’ CCR. This task is certainly 
not easy for many rural schools that, due to small 
staff sizes (Nitta et al., 2010), disadvantageous state 
and federal funding formulas (Howley et al., 2009; 
Williams & Nierengarten, 2011), and lack of internet 
connectivity to offer online or distance learning 
courses (Holian et al., 2014), struggle to offer a wide 
variety of courses to prepare students for college-
level courses or vocational training or certificate 
programs. We are hopeful that funding opportunities 
for rural schools written into the Every Student 
Succeeds Act in 2015 (Brenner, 2016) result in 
increased funding streams that rural schools are able 

to use, in part, to increase curricular offerings. 
Additionally, we recommend that rural schools 
increase their collaborations with local employers 
and institutions of higher education (Alford et al., 
2014) in order to ensure they are preparing their 
students with the cognitive strategies and content 
knowledge that align with work- and college-related 
needs. Future research should examine how changes 
in curricular offerings, state and federal funding, and 
schools’ partnerships with local employers and 
higher education institutions impact rural students’ 
CCR.  

Rural Students’ CCR: Key Learning Skills and 
Techniques 

In addition to possessing key cognitive strategies 
and key content knowledge, students must possess 
key learning skills and techniques in order to be 
college and career ready (Conley, 2012). These areas 
include all three components of SCCT, including 
personal attributes, external/environmental factors, 
and overt behavior. A crucial skill in this area is self-
efficacy, represented in Perna’s (2006) model as the 
human capital calculus. Findings from the extant 
literature demonstrate that rural students’ age, race, 
and socioeconomic status impact their self-efficacy 
beliefs regarding their postsecondary options (Ali & 
Menke, 2014; Gibbons & Borders, 2010; Irvin et al., 
2012). In turn, students’ self-efficacy impacts their 
college and career choices (Lent et al., 1994; Perna, 
2006) as well as the tasks they complete to assess the 
viability of these choices, including the completion of 
the FAFSA (Gibbons & Borders, 2010). 
Additionally, due to influence that parents (Agger et 
al., 2018; Demi et al., 2010; Gándara et al., 2001; 
Hutchins et al., 2012; Smith, 2007), school staff 
(Hardré et al., 2009; Irvin, Meece, et al., 2011; Means 
et al., 2016), and community members (Alleman & 
Holly, 2013; Petrin et al., 2014; Slocum et al., 2020) 
have on students’ postsecondary choices, we see 
tremendous potential for these groups to shape rural 
students’ self-efficacy regarding their postsecondary 
choices. For example, teachers are well-positioned to 
counter students’ beliefs that their ability to be 
successful in college is negatively impacted by their 
high school’s limited curricular offerings (Doyle et 
al., 2009) and parents and community members who 
know a student well can bolster the student’s belief 
that their skills will aid them in finding employment 
at a local business.  
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Rural Students’ CCR: Key Transition Knowledge 
and Skills 

When considering key transition knowledge and 
skills, we found connections to nearly every section 
of our literature review including students’ 
postsecondary aspirations, enrollment, and 
completion; parents’ postsecondary support and 
expectations, socioeconomic status, and education 
levels; schools’ support for postsecondary planning 
and provision of college and career programming; 
and the influence of rural communities. These areas 
are so critical to CCR that they overlap considerably 
with one another and span all three components of 
SCCT (personal attributes, external/environmental 
factors, and overt behavior), as well as all areas of 
Perna’s model, including its human capital core and 
the broader layers attending to students’ habitus, 
school and community context, higher education 
context, and the broader social, economic, and policy 
context. Our review of the extant literature highlights 
a common theme of rural students’ CCR: rural 
students are often encouraged to pursue a college 
degree by parents, school staff, and community 
members, but lack sufficient guidance on how to 
enact that choice (Demi et al., 2010; Doyle et al., 
2009; Grant, 2018; Means et al., 2016; Roberts, 
2019; Slocum et al., 2020) By encouraging students 
to pursue certain postsecondary options without also 
providing them with a “roadmap” (Means et al., 
2016) for how to successfully navigate their route, 
our efforts to ensure that they are college and career 
ready are selling them a dream that we are not 
preparing them for (Castro, 2020). Recognizing that 
students lack sufficient guidance to enact their 
postsecondary choices not only highlights an area for 
growth in CCR policy and programming, it 
repudiates the deficit-framed belief that rural students 
are not successful in their postsecondary pursuits due 
to insufficient aspiration or motivation. This 
pushback is important for accurately assessing CCR 
for rural students broadly, but it is particularly crucial 
for poor rural students of color, who are often framed 
in this way (Castro, 2020; Whiteside, 2020). 

Although Conley (2012) states that his CCR 
model focuses primarily on the factors of students’ 
readiness that schools have the most direct influence 
on, our findings highlight the powerful possibilities 
of harnessing not only schools and students, but also 
families and communities, in providing students with 
both the skills and support needed to successfully 
pursue their postsecondary paths. In their efforts to 

increase students’ CCR, rural schools should expand 
their programming to include families and 
community members throughout the CCR process, 
from college and career exploration activities that 
begin in elementary school through the completion of 
college and employment applications during high 
school. Rural schools should work toward engaging 
in ongoing dialogue with families and community 
members by explicitly communicating the ways in 
which they are preparing students to be college and 
career ready as well as actively seeking family and 
community feedback about and involvement in these 
processes. There is much work that needs to be done 
in this area and rural education scholars should seek 
out ways their scholarship can contribute to these 
efforts as well as share successes and shortcomings 
with the academic community for collective learning.  

Place-Based College and Career Readiness: a 
Lever for Increased Rural Equity 

Not only has our review of the extant literature 
on rural students’ CCR highlighted the successes and 
shortcoming in the areas of cognitive strategies, 
content knowledge, learning skills and techniques, 
and transition knowledge and skills (Conley, 2012), it 
has served to elucidate the ways in which CCR 
policies and practices can increase rural inequality. 
State CCR definitions often prioritize college as a 
postsecondary path (Mishkind, 2014), resulting in 
tension in some rural schools to implement CCR 
standards and meet accountability standards aligned 
with them (Darling-Hammond et al., 2014) while still 
retaining a curriculum that values and attends to the 
unique context of the local community (Budge et al., 
2019; Zuckerman et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 
prioritization of college over career in CCR policy 
and practice often serves to prepare students for 
employment absent in their communities, essentially 
serving as a talent extraction mechanism for rural 
communities (Carr & Kefalas, 2009; Corbett, 2020; 
Sherman & Sage, 2011; Slocum et al., 2020).  

Recognizing the ways in which CCR can 
exacerbate existing inequalities in rural places, we 
advocate for a place-based approach to CCR. We 
build upon the strong tradition of place-based 
approaches in rural education scholarship as well as 
calls for increased use of place-based approaches in 
areas relevant to CCR (Kannapel & Flory, 2017) 
including career development (e.g., Bright, 2020) and 
cradle-to-career networks (e.g., Zuckerman, 2016) 
and advocate the foregrounding of place as we 
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prepare students for both college and career 
pathways. While a more expansive discussion of a 
place-based approach to CCR should be grounded in 
additional yet-to-be conducted research and is 
beyond the scope of this paper, we offer three 
changes to current CCR policies and practices that, 
based on our critical review of the extant literature on 
rural student CCR, this place-based approach to CCR 
would necessitate.  

First, policymakers and state-level education 
stakeholders should work to revise CCR standards in 
order to present college-going as one, rather than the 
preferred, postsecondary option. Additionally, 
revised CCR standards should avoid presenting a 
dichotomous college versus career perspective and 
instead encourage postsecondary options as a 
continuum ranging from no additional formal 
education or training after high school through the 
attainment of a terminal degree. These changes 
would allow rural schools to support students in the 
pursuit of a wide variety of postsecondary pursuits 
without needing to resolve the tension between 
college and career inherent in many current CCR 
standards.  

Secondly, district- and school-level practitioners 
– including district and school leadership, school 
counselors, and classroom teachers – should ensure 
that their schools’ CCR programming and messaging 
around postsecondary choices provide students with 
information on the geographical constraints or 
flexibilities of these choices, both in the short-term 
(i.e., the need to leave or stay for initial education or 
training) and the long-term (i.e., the need to leave or 
stay to secure employment in a chosen field). The 
increase in people working from home due to the 
current COVID-19 pandemic and the increase in rural 
“Zoom towns” that has accompanied it has opened up 
a national dialogue about the geographic flexibility of 
many jobs and the advantages of this flexibility for 
both employers and employees. While remote work 
is certainly not the panacea to the economic decline 
facing many rural communities and brings its own 
challenges to rural communities (Center on Rural 
Innovation, 2020), making explicit connections 
between postsecondary options and their 
geographical constraints and flexibilities will better 
equip rural students who wish to remain in their 
communities with the knowledge of postsecondary 
options that would allow them to do so, thus helping 
them align their postsecondary aspirations with their 
residential ones.  

Finally, a place-based approach to CCR 
necessitates meaningful incorporation of local 
economies and models for college and career options 
(i.e., organizing a tour of the local factory that 
contains job presentations from a range of employees 
or asking a community member working remotely to 
speak with students about their job), and rural 
education practitioners should strive to partner with 
local organizations toward these efforts. In this way, 
rural schools are preparing their students to pursue a 
wide variety of postsecondary choices while also 
highlighting the local context, encouraging students 
to look both within and outside of the community 
they call home when exploring postsecondary 
options. Educational researchers should reflect the 
incorporation of community members and 
organizations in their research by including 
community-based actors in their research on rural 
students’ CCR and investigating how incorporation 
of these actors impacts the ability for rural school to 
provide students with a more place-based approach to 
CCR.   

Our call for a place-based approach to CCR 
addresses the shortcomings found in the extant 
literature on rural students’ college and career 
readiness while also building upon the existing 
strengths the literature highlights. We encourage rural 
education scholars to mirror these changes in their 
work on rural students’ college and career readiness, 
particularly in response to the current prioritization of 
college over career in the literature. We encourage 
researchers to pursue scholarship that presents 
college and career readiness as a continuum rather 
than a college versus work dichotomy, incorporates a 
broad range of stakeholders – including school 
actors, policymakers, community members, families, 
and students – in their CCR research, and further 
explores the potential for and value of place-based 
approach to CCR. Additionally, we see great 
possibilities to build on the growing body of work 
that examines college and career readiness practices 
using critical perspectives and foregrounds the role of 
race/ethnicity, gender and sexuality, disability, and 
geographic variability in rural students’ college and 
career readiness. In this way, we believe the future 
direction of rural student college and career readiness 
can serve to highlight the diversity of rural places, 
reduce existing rural inequities, and continue to build 
upon the inherent strengths of rural schools, families, 
and communities. 
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