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Rural Students’ Postsecondary Transitions:
A Human Ecological Perspective

Trang C. Tran  Dayna Jean DeFeo

Our study examines how the relationships with
various human ecological systems influence the
transition by rural students from home communi-
ties to postsecondary institutions. Using phenome-
nological interview data with 14 students who are
Sfrom rural Alaska and 14 postsecondary student
service staff, our analysis identified characteristics
of the postsecondary transition processes that seem
particular to rural students—in navigating urban
places and cultural norms, secking institutional
supports, advocating for self, and forming new
social relationships. In all of these experiences,
rural identities and community-oriented values
emerged as a guiding force for students’ goal-setting,
decision-making, interactions, and adjustment.
Our data suggest opportunities to reinforce con-
nections and cooperation among human ecological
systems to improve the postsecondary transition
experience for rural students.

An emerging body of scholarship documents
that rural students have different psychological
and social needs for postsecondary education
(Irvin et al., 2012; San Antonio, 2016). The lit-
erature identifies socioeconomic characteristics
(Byun et al., 2012; Cox et al., 2014) and geo-
graphic isolation (Flora & Flora, 2008) of rural
communities as limiting exposure of youths to
different education and career opportunities
(Koricich et al. 2018; Means et al., 2016),
including systemic inequities in career pathways
counseling and planning (Griffin et al., 2011;
Nelson, 2016), rigorous coursework (Planty
et al., 2007), dual enrollment (Zinth, 2014),
and access to technology (Sundeen & Sundeen,

2013). Much of the literature indicates that rural
students trail their urban and suburban peers
in academic preparation (Schmitt-Wilson et al.,
2018), postsecondary attendance (Byun et al.,
2015), career aspirations (Irvin et al., 2011), and
career self-efficacy (Corbett, 2007). However,
while revealing broader socio-historical factors
that impact rural student performance, the lit-
erature omits contextual and multidimensional
characteristics of transition. With a conscious
alertness to the developmental and intercon-
nected nature of the human experience in gen-
eral, and the transition processes in particular,
we explore: How do rural students and student
services staff characterize postsecondary transitions?
Through phenomenological interviews with 14
rural Alaskan students and 14 postsecondary
student service staff, we apply Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) human ecological framework to study
the interrelationship between student, family,
school, community, and culture, and in turn, to
present student agency in shaping the narratives
of their own transitions.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) human ecologi-
cal framework (HEF) regards development
as a function of human subjects, their envi-
ronments, and the interactions between and
within those entities. The HEF organizes
environmental attributes that impact human
development into five “nested structures™: the
micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chronosystems.
The HEF asserts that individuals develop most
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potently from interactions with their immedi-
ate environments, referred to as microsystem,
which includes the people with whom they
share spaces and have face-to-face interactions
(e.g., family, teachers, peers, coworkers). The
mesosystem describes interactions between dif-
ferent microsystems (e.g., relationships between
parents, teachers, and peers). The exosystem
encompasses institutional structures and pol-
icies that are indirectly involved with the stu-
dent’s development, such as school, church, or
community organizations. These experiences
and interactions all take place within the mac-
rosystem, the overarching societal structure (e.g.,
political systems and culture), and within a tem-
poral context called the chronosystem.

In the context of postsecondary transitions,
the HEF overlaps with the traditional notions
of transition, briefly described in the intro-
duction above, in documenting internal and
external forces that characterize student expe-
riences. However, deriving from developmental
psychology and social ecological models, the
HEEF also considers dynamic student—environ-
ment relations and their reciprocity over time.
In this study, the HEF provides a framework
for better understanding of student roles and
agency by recognizing how they navigate con-
nections with family, in- and out-of-school con-
tacts, and within and beyond the communities
they call home.

AN ECOLOGICAL EXAMINATION
OF POSTSECONDARY
TRANSITIONS

Postsecondary transitions involve academic,
social, and cultural adaptive processes (Arnett,
2014; Benjamin et al., 2007; Bowman et al.,
2019). Through the lens of the HEE we ana-
lyzed the literature with particular attention
to the social and institutional contexts. At the
chrono level, college-going often coincides with
a transition to adulthood in which students are
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expected to take on greater personal and social
responsibilities (Fischer 2007; Sanchez et al.,
2010), autonomy, and self-discipline (Conley &
French, 2014), while clarifying their own iden-
tity and beliefs (Azmitia et al., 2013; Meeus,
2011). Beyond a physical relocation, this
includes sensitive and complex changes (Katz &
Somers, 2017), with opportunities for personal
and professional growth, but also presenting
psychological tensions (Fromme et al., 2008).

At the macro level, state and federal poli-
cies provide a range of programs and services to
increase postsecondary participation. The tran-
sition literature draws attention to how students
navigate collegiate norms, values, and expecta-
tions (Bowman et al., 2019; Conley & French,
2014), noting that this is more challenging for
students from rural, low-income, and minority
backgrounds (Inkelas et al., 2007; Stephens
et al., 2014). Three decades ago, Astin (1984)
and Tinto (1987) contended that students must
acclimate academically and socially to college
expectations, but critical scholars noted the
hegemony in applying Western-centric prac-
tices to engage students from nondominant
backgrounds (Kumashiro, 2001; Vossoughi
& Gutiérrez, 2017). In this vein, researchers
present theoretical (Yosso, 2005) and empirical
evidence (Inkelas et al., 2007; Stephens et al.,
2014) that interrupts this attention to assimi-
lation, compelling transition supports to con-
nect values between home and postsecondary
institutions.

At the exo level, much postsecondary read-
iness literature considers the difference between
high school and postsecondary expectations,
and the roles of institutional policies and prac-
tices (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Tierney &
Sablan, 2014). At the postsecondary level, the
campus climate is integral in supporting sense
of belonging, adjustment (Katz & Somers,
2017), and friend-making (Bowman et al.
2019), especially for minority students (Ste-
phens et al., 2014). Extracurricular activities
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can further support academic, social, and cul-
tural adjustment (Bowman & Small, 2012;
Mattanah et al., 2010).

In the mesosystem, the literature primarily
investigates curated supports, including coun-
selors working with parents (Mattanah et al.,
2004), schools engaging local resources to
meet students’ academic, advising, and social-
izing needs (Leonard, 2011), and partnerships
between secondary and postsecondary institu-
tions to offer credit-based transition programs
(Fowler & Luna, 2009). Most HEF-based
studies focus on students” ability, self-efficacy,
and coping skills to navigate the competing
demands between immediate systems as they
move through complex transitions (Arnold
et al., 2012; Renn & Arnold, 2003).

At the micro level, the literature notes that
transitioning students need to negotiate rela-
tionship disruption with parents and friends
(Mattanah et al., 2004; Srivastava et al., 2009)
and establish new social networks (Credé &
Nichorster, 2012). As they move to postsec-
ondary institutions, feelings of support from
parents, family, and friends correlate positively
with healthy adjustments (Azmitia et al., 2013),
self-reliance, self-confidence, adaptive coping,
and ability to regulate separation distress (Katz
& Sommers, 2017).

RURAL STUDENTS’
POSTSECONDARY TRANSITIONS

The literature on rural students’ postsecondary
transitions is scant, but details the process as
complex and uncertain (Hlinka et al., 2015;
San Antonio, 2016). For rural students who are
Indigenous or from low-income backgrounds,
the transitions may experience negative con-
notations rooted in structural inequities from
earlier stages of their lives (Roscigno et al.,
20006). Western and urban-centric educational
norms emphasized in most postsecondary
institutions often disadvantage students from
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rural communities (Offidani-Bertrand et al.,
2019; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). A small corpus
of research challenges the rural deficit perspec-
tive by attending to the home-grown values,
networks, and priorities that are pivotal to
student orientation and determination in new
academic and social settings (Maltzan, 2006;
Stone, 2014). Less recognized in the literature
is how transitions align to individual students’
unique trajectories and identities. Thus, under-
standing how rural students, with their com-
plex identities (Maltzan, 2006; Tieken & San
Antonio, 2016), navigate social, spatial, and
temporal distances requires not only recogniz-
ing affordances and constraints within each eco-
logical system, but also a careful analysis into
how these factors interact and lead students in
their perceptions and decision-making.

RURAL ALASKA

Forty-nine of Alaska’s 54 school districts are
considered primarily rural. Twelve districts have
enrollments between 1,000 and 5,000 students,
32 enroll between 100 and 999 students, and
5 have enrollments below 100. The state’s
rural-urban achievement gaps persist in high
school graduation rates (Tran & Hill, 2019)
and post-secondary attendance (Hanson &
Pierson, 2016). More than half of rural youth
start working immediately after high school
graduation (Hanson & Pierson, 2016), and
many who attend postsecondary institutions
return home before completing degrees (Knapp
& Lowe, 2007). As of 2020, Alaska has 13 post-
secondary institutions (Alaska Commission on
Postsecondary Education, 2019). While some
are located in rural hubs, the majority are situ-
ated in urban centers, meaning most rural stu-
dents must leave their communities to pursue
postsecondary education. This not only poses
financial costs, but also carries broader social,
cultural, and economic implications (Lowe,
2010). Although reviewing the intersectionality
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of Alaska’s rural students’ identities and expe-
riences is regrettably beyond the scope of this
article, we acknowledge the geographic, his-
torical, and cultural contexts that combine to
form deep-seated tensions, trauma, as well as
opportunities for the schooling of Alaska Native
students who present the majority in both rural
Alaska (80%) and our student sample (70%).

METHODS

Our data were generated in 2018 from a
broader project to improve understanding and
communication between Alaska rural students
and postsecondary staff. We served as external
evaluators and most of our work was highly
specific to the program implementation, as our
primary role was to help Alaska EXCEL, a non-
profit organization that supports postsecondary
and career readiness for rural students, to iden-
tify practical and useful strategies to improve its
programming. However, some data were more
broadly applicable and suitable for an empirical
audience. Thus, we disclose our positionality
around this analysis (Fischer, 2009): Tran was
a first-generation university student in Vietnam
who immigrated to the United States to pursue
graduate studies and a research career. DeFeo
transitioned to college with many identities and
experiences dissimilar to those of the students in
this study: White, middle-class, suburban, and
third-generation college student. While noting
our “agent” and “target” identities (Harro,
2000), respectively, and how they affected our
own experiences and schema for the phenome-
non of a college transition, we also acknowledge
that neither of us are from rural places.
Alaska EXCEL identified potential par-
ticipants, and we purposively selected for
maximum variation (Patton, 1990) on attri-
butes of community, institution, major, and
demographics while remaining mindful of
negative repercussions in deselection (DeFeo,
2013). Our participants—14 students and 14
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staff—represent 10 programs across 6 post-
secondary institutions. For the reader’s ease in
interpreting this article, student pseudonyms
start with the letter “S” and staff pseudonyms
start with the letter “P”. Though the number
of participants was largely determined by prac-
tical limitations and available resources, Guest
et al. (20006) note saturation typically occurs
within the first 12 interviews. As we collected
data over several site visits and engaged in pre-
liminary analyses in the fashion of emergent
research design (Pailthorpe, 2017), we found
participants generated rich and adequate data
for robust analysis.

We chose an interpretive phenomenologi-
cal approach for the study design (Moustakas,
1994), as we sought to offer insights to how indi-
viduals make sense of the phenomenon: tran-
sitioning from rural Alaska to a postsecondary
institution. We used semi-structured interviews
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) to guide students
to reflect on their transition experience in three
parts (Seidman, 2006): 1) retrospective (e.g.,
the community where they grew up, their high
school, decision-making processes and precon-
ceptions around attending a postsecondary insti-
tution); 2) procedural (e.g., process for leaving
home, responsibilities as a student and outside
of school, interactions with others at home and
in their new institution); and 3) reflective (e.g.,
challenges and supports, relationship between
postsecondary pursuits and future plans). Staff
were similarly guided to reflect on their past
(e.g., their own schooling and postsecondary
experiences, and how they came to work in the
current position), present duties and responsibil-
ities with respect to serving rural students, and
interpretations (e.g., how they characterize the
rural student transition experience, institution’s
areas of opportunities, and components of the
transition experience that seem unique to rural
students). Interviews ranged from 28 to 86 min-
utes (average of 54 minutes), and were recorded
and transcribed for analysis.
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Macrosystem

Exosystem

Mesosystem

Microsystem

Home

Small, close-knit com-
munity; rural values

Institutions emphasize
community responsibili-
ty & membership

Integrated & curated by
adults; organic as enti-
ties share close contact

Face-to-face, familiar
relationships & friends

Skills and activities
that characterize the
transition experience

Navigate new cultural &
social norms

Seek out institutional
supports

Advocate for self &
manage communica-
tions across entities

Maintain old relation-
ships; Make new rela-
tionships & friendships
with strangers

Postsecondary

Large community; urban
culture & expectations

Institutions support
personal growth and
emphasize individual
accountability

Microsystem supports
do not interact nat-
urally & sometimes
policies restrict their
communication

New relationships &
connections

FIGURE 1. The Rural Student Transition Experience in an Ecological Framework.
For rural students, the transition to postsecondary is characterized by marked

changes at all levels of the human ecological systems.

For coding, we first isolated significant
statements about the transition experience
(Riemen, 1986) and then used provisional
codes (Saldafa, 2015) to assign these data to
one of the ecological systems. We next used
axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2019) to iden-
tify the fundamental essences of codes within
each ecological system. To enhance credibil-
ity (Patton, 1999), an initial codebook was
developed collaboratively, and we each inde-
pendently reviewed transcripts in their entirety,
crosschecking and refining coding schemes
through discussion. We engaged in continu-
ous reflexive bracketing through dialogue and
member-checking preliminary interpretations
with Alaska EXCELs staff and students, par-
ticipating institutions, and statewide educators
whose work focuses on postsecondary access
and workforce development. These sharing
included open discussion, and we adapted our
analysis to include their insights as we re-read,
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re-coded, and reconsidered transcript meanings
in an iterative hermeneutic process.

FINDINGS

Our data reveal that rural students’ postsec-
ondary transition experience is characterized
by changes at all levels of the HEE. Throughout
the data, the chronosystem context represented
itself through significant changes within each of
the remaining systems. This offers the unique
opportunity to explore the interdependency of
students’ support systems. Figure 1 summarizes
our analysis and findings.

Macrosystem

At the macrosystem level, the transition was
marked by changing community characteris-
tics and culture. One significant difference was
community size. Shantel shared: “Villages like
[mine], they’re actually pretty small and you can
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get to anywhere within walking distance. But
[here] it’s bigger and more spread out, so it was
just a little bit overwhelming.” Being in a more
urban setting meant students had to learn new
ways for comporting themselves and navigating
the community. Pearl noted, “even safety things
[like] walking down the street is different, using
the bike path instead of walking in the middle
of the road.” Parker called it, “a very steep learn-
ing curve,” and noted that accessing resources,
knowing where to find the post office, and using
adiscount card at the local grocery store were a
lot for rural students to take in.

Both students and staff noted another sig-
nificant macro-level change was the crowded
nature of urban places. Students said, “They’re
not used to being around a lot of people.” Selena
mused: “How do people spend every day with
all these people around them? How do people
live this life and this be their normal life? . . . It
was just curious to me that. . . itd be normal to
be surrounded by so many people all the time.”
Staff referred to “culture shock,” explaining the
difference between students’ home communi-
ties of “500, 600, 800 [people where] there is
abond and a closeness,” and a new place where
they have to “deal with strangers immediately.”

The challenge for rural students was not
only with adjusting to the new culture, but also
missing major community events at home, such
as deaths, celebrations of life, or holidays. Pearl
described this as “emotional trauma” noting
that, “when there’s a death the whole village
comes around and is helping and involved in
the whole process.” As a result, students grap-
pled with being away from their home culture
while simultaneously learning to navigate a new
one.

Exosystem

Navigating between high school and postsec-
ondary academic expectations is a structural
adjustment that did present in our data. How-
ever, for students in our study, the exo-level
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transition was less about academic adjustment
and more on the shifting priorities of these
institutions. Collectively, home institutions
supported membership and trajectories for
youth to contribute to the broader community.
Local labor markets exposed youth to careers
available at home, such as heavy equipment
operator, welder, or paramedic. As a result,
students pursued programs that suited their
interests and aptitudes, but which would also
lead to jobs in their home communities upon
graduation. Tribes and local workforce organi-
zations, other key exosystems, supported youth
career development—and by extension, post-
secondary planning —by helping students to
attend “postsecondary school for some kind
of industrial [training], something they can
come back to the village and do.” Recalling the
resources received at home, Selena stressed, “It
really depends on village to village. Each village
is not the same as the next. They're very unique
in their culture, in the way of doing things,
how their tribal council is run, how their school
is run.” Altogether, students spoke favorably
about the supportive nature of the communi-
ties back home and found their membership
affirmed, even when they were away for school.

In transitions, students not only encoun-
tered a new institutional context for school,
but also for community. In their orientations,
besides introductions to campus programs,
students were told about off-campus resources,
such as churches, recreational programs, and
civic organizations. During their brief intro-
duction that was conducted in a “speed-dating”
format, community entities expressed availabil-
ity to support students in a variety of ways,
stressing their structure as utilitarian. Students,
as individuals, could access these resources to
meet their personal needs if they initiated help-
seeking. Patrick said that rural students often
found it “uncomfortable . . . to ask for help” in
this manner, as they were used to smaller com-
munities where, as Pamela described, entities
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routinely reached out to “help the student in
one way or another.” While the new exosystems
were structured to offer students opportunities
and resources, students needed more guidance
to approach and access them.

Mesosystem

Rural students transitions were also character-
ized by changes in how support was coordi-
nated. At home rural communities, students
were accustomed to a mesosystem where players
organically connected with one another. At
postsecondary, because of geographical dis-
tance, campus size, or exo-level policy such as
FERPA (Family Educational Rights and Privacy
Act), many student supporting agents did not
naturally talk to one another. As an example
of these differing expectations, Phil noted that
high school counselors—not students —often
called him to make arrangements for students.
Patricia explained how this was problematic,
saying, “Even though these entities are helping,
they could also be hurting in the long run if
we're not allowing the student to be the person
conducting the business.” Phil and Patricia’s
comments reveal the shifting nature in meso-
system relationships—that, as students entered
a new life phase, they would be responsible for
curating.

Though the shift in relationship manage-
ment is ubiquitous for adolescents, students
from rural communities also needed to learn
protocols for communicating in a larger insti-
tutional context. Phil gave an example:

'l have people call from small villages and
they’ll say, “Hey, it’s John. I just wanted to
see how this was coming along. Give me
a call back.” So many people are applying
named John, so many. I don’t know who
he is, and he didn’t leave his number. But
where he comes from, he’s John and every-
one knows how to get a hold of him.

Students acknowledged efforts put forth by post-
secondary personnel in forming relationships
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with community partners to accommodate
their needs; however, the responsibility and
self-reliance to manage meso relationships
and intrasystem communication themselves
remained as significant adjustments—both in
needing to do it and in developing the skills to
do it effectively.

Microsystem

For the students in our study, postsecondary
transitions were marked by the changing nature
of their microsystem relationships with family,
friends, instructors, and community members.
Staff noted that there are no roads to most rural
Alaska communities, meaning that the trip to
college entailed a series of flights, starting on
small planes, and easily totaling more than
$1,000. Parents from rural communities were
usually unable to afford the “overbearing” cost
of accompanying their students to “send them
off.” As Patrick said, typically, “You'd have your
parents drive you to the school and say good-
bye. That’s not gonna happen [for rural Alaska
students].” This not only changed the nature of
the “drop off” for the students, but also affected
parents’ relationship to the institution. Parents
did not see the campus and community where
their young-adult child would be residing and
learning. As Parker said, “They dont have so
much of the buy-in” to the place, or a shared
schema for what happened there.

Rural students’ transition experience was
also characterized by missing family; Shan-
tel struggled with “go[ing] to school without
seeing my children or hearing from them every
single day.” While attending postsecondary, stu-
dents maintained relationships with family and
friends, but it was different from what they were
accustomed. Sally recalled frequent phone calls
with her family: “My mom [and] my sisters . . .
made me think back of how motivated I was to
learn . . . and I pushed myself through.” Though
the postsecondary institutions promoted vid-
eoconference technology as a means to stay in
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touch with home, this did not work for rural
students who noted spotty Internet connectiv-
ity in their communities. Shay said, “Where I
lived, there was like no Internet at all. One of
the [only] areas you can get Internet was . . . at
the high school.”

Another significant part of the transition
experience was about developing new micro
relationships. The close-knit context where
rural students learned friend-making skills
often did not translate well to urban settings.
Selena explained, “You were going to classes
with the same people from kindergarten to high
school. You don’t really have to become famil-
iar with unfamiliar people. So, it’s harder to
become comfortable in a classroom in college.”
Phil noted that meeting new people is a skill,
and that for many rural students: “They haven't
had a lot of practice in making new friends,
meeting new people, engaging in a commu-
nity that’s not their own.” For many students
in our study, postsecondary transitions marked
the first experience of building and nurturing
social relationships in a new place.

Staff were aware that rural students” dis-
tance from home—both physically in miles and
figuratively in culture—meant a different tran-
sition experience, and they provided extra sup-
port. Several staff mentioned working to build
relationships as soon as students were admitted
through regular “check-in” phone calls. As a
recipient of this practice, Sasha noted,

[Those calls] made me feel comfortable
when I first met them, . . . I never ever
met them before, only talked to them on
the phone, never seen how they looked,
and when I met them, I was like, “Oh,
now I know you.”

Pearl said, “I try to do some personal get-to-
know you and I can usually pinpoint students
that [have] . . . the potential to be really home-
sick,” and Patricia would facilitate introductions
between students and other campus staff “so
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[they would] feel less scared.” In addition, the
staff were aware that students needed to make
friends with peers, thus organized social activi-
ties (e.g., pizza night, talking circles, and sport
tournaments) for students to connect with one
another.

Students recognized these efforts and cred-
ited staff with facilitating their adjustment, and
noted that having a support system was a critical
turning point when assessing their potential f7z.
Sean described how he instinctively understood
the need to make new friends, and attributed
campus engagement as central to his positive
experience: “Through these activities, I got to
meet a lot of new people and meet new friends
... That's what really helped me, because then
... I wasn’t feeling out of place here.” For stu-
dents in our study, meaningful relationships
with campus personnel and peers helped to
mediate the striking differences between their
well-acquainted ecological systems at home and
the new postsecondary environment.

DISCUSSION AND SIGNIFICANCE

A growing body of literature acknowledges the
wealth of knowledge in rural communities and
the unique way of how location, people, ethnic-
ity, and culture intersect and empower youth
(Alleman & Holly, 2013; Gram-Hanssen,
2018). However, around postsecondary tran-
sitions, the experience of rural students are typi-
cally neglected (Meece et al., 2014) or portrayed
through urban normalization critiques that pro-
mote acclimation (Corbett, 2015; Tinto, 1987).
Our study notes the importance of endorsing
students’ home and community in their post-
secondary planning by regarding transitions as
embedded in larger and interconnected systems
of social and cultural relationships. In our study,
student participants time-traveled to the past,
present, and future, recollecting sources and
interactions that carried important implications
for their own transitions. In their own voices,
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students and staff told stories of navigating
urban places and cultural norms, advocating
for themselves, and forming new relationships.
While previous research concentrated on partial
components of the HE systems (Bowman et al.,
2019; Renn & Arnold, 2003) or used quanti-
tative analyses to detect relationships among
them (Byun et al., 2017; Demi et al., 2010),
our phenomenological interview method and
descriptive analysis reveal a more dynamic,
fluid, and interconnected process than typi-
cally construed. This suggests an opportunity
to re-conceptualize rural student positioning
and agency in transition literature.

Changes at All Levels of the HEF

Transitioning from high school is among the
most difficult developmental challenges con-
fronting adolescents (Lapan et al., 2003). Our
analysis found that rural students’ transition
experience is marked by changes at all levels of
the HEFE. This resonates with previous HEF-
based research on immigrants and international
students whose transition processes are also
riddled with demographic shifts, incremental
challenges, and complex needs to adapt aca-
demically, logistically, emotionally, and socially
to new environments (Stebleton, 2011; Zhang,
2018). Although documenting a different stu-
dent population compared to the one in our
study, Stebleton (2011) and Zhang (2018) also
applied the HEF to explore a comprehensive
approach to interpret the interactions between
students and their environments (Stebleton,
2011). Aligned to these literatures, our data
suggest that because rural students’ identities
are intermixed with community membership
and cultural affiliation, their transition expe-
rience is more identity-disrupting, and hence
differs from students who have more urban
familiarity.
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Temporary Nature of the Transition
Experience and its Implications for
Career Technical Education (CTE)

Characterized through the lens of tension and
conflict, rural students are often portrayed
choosing between their future prospects and
their “roots,” a choice wrought with guilt for
leaving home and concerns for family and
community during their absence (Hlinka
et al., 2015). Our study recruitment yielded
a large number of CTE students, who chose
career pathways correlated with home labor
markets. Though experiencing challenges with
the transition itself, these students were resolute
in their plans, often reflecting on the relation-
ship between their intended community-based
employment plans and their postsecondary edu-
cation. Students in our study tended to view
this transition as a temporary separation—a
segue that would allow them to later return
to home communities or gravitate towards the
rural places that resonated with their personal-
ities and worldviews.

Contrary to assertions that higher educa-
tion creates a “brain drain” from small and rural
communities (Carr & Kefalas, 2009; Sherman
& Sage, 2011), our findings highlight postsec-
ondary personnel’s acknowledgement of home
relationships and how they leveraged those
strengths to improve their practices of support-
ing rural students. Our study offers suggestions
for a coherent career development framework
(Crain, 2018)—one that connects students’
career choices to their community member-
ship and values, and considers the role of rural
identities in harmonizing their post-secondary
experience with their future plans.

Collective Resilience and Strength

Though rural schools and communities are
diverse (Tieken & San Antonio, 2016), rural
students’ postsecondary pursuits are often rep-
resented as a process permeated with individual
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and contextual barriers (Irvin et al., 2012).
Our analysis underscores the jarring changes
and challenges that rural students experience
during their postsecondary transitions, but
more importantly, documents their resilience
and use of supports. Connection with home
community, while significantly influencing
rural student’s transitions and how they per-
ceived challenges, was a motivator—not a
detractor—and our data show the potential and
wealth of locally-based resources that can act
as a “cohesive force” (Alleman & Holly, 2013,
p- 7) by offering mentorship, positive relation-
ships, and career development opportunities
(Isernhagen, 2010). An ecologically-informed
approach emphasizes the relationship between
an individual and multiple levels of their envi-
ronments, but its principal characteristic lies
in the relationship’s reciprocity. Our study not
only adds to the growing literature that chal-
lenges deficit paradigms around rural students’
social and cultural capital (Petrin et al., 2014;
Schmidt-Wilson et al., 2018; Yosso, 2005), but
frames their successes as a collective accomplish-
ment (Sommerfeld, 2016).

RECOMMENDATIONS
AND IMPLICATIONS

Our analysis offers some considerations for
policy and practice. In the HEF model, policies
are generally developed at the outer systems, but
our data provide insight to how those policies
should correspond with the inner-system con-
text of family, school, and community. These
include investing in local school-based sup-
ports, and local control around which broad-
based policies are implemented. As it pertains
to postsecondary preparation, supporting
students in career exploration that suits their
personal aspirations and is harmonious with
their home community and cultural context
are just as important as supporting them aca-
demically (Lapan etal., 2003). We recommend
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that policymakers promote the vibrancy of
rural communities by increasing the visibility
regional and local employment opportunities
in career development curricula, allowing those
with desire and aspiration to live in their home
communities with viable and visible pathways
to do so (Wright, 2012).

From a practical standpoint, a range of
empirical research demonstrates that students’
educational outcomes improve when they
receive assistance to solve challenges outside
of classroom, addressing the “little-things” or
“day-to-day” needs (Howley et al., 2013). Our
analysis highlights the value of supports pro-
vided to students as they prepare to move to
postsecondary institutions, relocate, and adjust
to their new environments, particularly those
that help students to make social connections
and establish a sense of belonging (Nora, 2004)
prior to and during the move. Previous research
encouraged institutions to be more culturally
responsive in how they support students in navi-
gating the complex and inequitable geographies
of postsecondary by realizing, accepting, and
celebrating their values and identities (Hlinka
etal., 2015; Petrin et al., 2014). By parsing the
intersection of the HEF levels to the transition
process, we provide some context for responsive
and flexible planning (Howley et al., 2013), and
note that, though in tight fiscal circumstances
institutions often cut nonacademic programs
and services, these are crucial for rural students.

Our data underscore the value of strengths-
based, multi-level supports. To help students
cope with the new cultural norms and expec-
tations during the transitions, we recommend
institutions and staff to keep in mind the roles
of family, high school contacts, guidance per-
sonnel, and the new network of support, such
as new classmates, churches, and community
members when developing strategies. During
member-checking, participants reminded us
that families whose young adult children move
for postsecondary also experience an ecological
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transition of their own, suggesting supports and
trust should run vertically throughout the HEE.

LIMITATIONS AND
OPPORTUNITIES FOR
FURTHER RESEARCH

Though our data are rich, our study contains
some significant limitations. First, data were
collected as part of a broader project to explore
how students and staff characterize rural stu-
dents’ postsecondary transitions and to identify
practical and implementable changes for par-
ticipating institutions. The interviews delved
into immediate systems, and we did not set
out to ask students about meso-, exo-, or mac-
rosystems; had we designed our instrument with
an ecological framework in mind, we would
have better probed relationships at other HE
levels. Because our phenomenological interview
approach yielded organic sharing of stories that
readily presented different HE influences, we
are encouraged that our work is “on to some-
thing,” but there is an opportunity to inquire
these levels more deliberately in subsequent
studies.

Because of the original applications
intended for our data, our study includes
only the viewpoints of students and postsec-
ondary staff. How other members—especially
those in students’ home communities—per-
ceive and navigate students’ transitions is an
area of research opportunity. We recommend
a more comprehensive data collection with
other stakeholders (e.g., family members, high
school personnel, and community members)
to truly illuminate the transition experience
within a HEE and better understand policy,
community, and cultural aspects of postsecond-
ary transitions. The context in which we struc-
tured data collection also limited our ability to
probe how intersectional aspects of identities
(Terman, 2020)—within and beyond rural
identities (Metzler, 2020)—affected students’
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experience. Given the scant literature consid-
ering Alaska’s history of colonialism including
boarding schools (Barnhardt, 2001), this is a
significant area of further research opportunity.
Recruitment for the study was facilitated by
our community partner, resulting in potential
sampling biases: most of our student partici-
pants attended CTE programs and commu-
nity colleges. Additionally, the postsecondary
institutions and staff within them volunteered
for the study, and this reflects their preexisting
commitment to better serving rural students.
Though our participants’ insights are encour-
aging, there is an opportunity to look at the
experiences of students who have less support,
those who are nontraditional-aged, and those
who pursue academic programs that do not
readily translate to employment opportunities
in their home communities. There is also an
opportunity to study the experiences of staff
and students at larger institutions that are less
able to personalize student services. Despite
these noted limitations, the depth and volume
of our data shed light on some aspects of the
rural student transition experience; we hope
that the details provided allow readers to ade-
quately ascertain the context for our analysis
and to apply our findings in service of students,
communities, and future research.

CONCLUSION

Career aspirations for rural youth are often char-
acterized dichotomously as a struggle between
attachments to family and place versus desire for
educational and career mobility (San Antonio,
2016). Our study notes that these ambitions are
not always mutually exclusive, and our ultimate
question, therefore, lays in how schools best
support students’ educational and professional
development in alignment with their personal
values and individuality as they begin to artic-
ulate who they have been, and decide who they
are becoming. In our research and our own
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journeys as an immigrant to the United States
and a “transplant” to Alaska, we are coming to
regard belonging and connection not as a “pull
and push” (Demi et al., 2010; Hlinka et al.,
2015) between the spaces we inhabit and have
inhabited, but rather as experiences to be con-
tinually negotiated in the context of our own
ecological development. In this reflection, and
the struggle that it entails, we find beauty and
meaning in the experience itself.

We wish to thank EXCEL Alaska for facilitat-
ing data collection and member-checking; the
EXCEL program and activities associated with

REFERENCES

Alaska Commission on Postsecondary Education. (2019). College
and career training in Alaska. Alaska Commission on Postsec-
ondary Education.

Alleman, N. E, & Holly, N. L. (2013). Multiple points of con-
tact: Promoting rural postsecondary preparation through
school-community partnerships. 7he Rural Educator, 34(2),
1-11.

Arnett, J. J. (2014). The road through college: Twists and turns.
In J. J. Arnett (Ed.), Emerging adulthood: The winding road
[from the late teens through the early twenties (pp. 119-141).
Oxford University.

Arnold, K. D., Lu, E. C,, & Armstrong, K. J. (2012). 7he ecology
of college readiness. John Wiley & Sons.

Astin, A. W. (1984). Student involvement: A developmental
theory for higher education. Journal of College Student Per-
sonnel, 25(4), 297-308.

Azmitia, M., Syed, M., & Radmacher, K. (2013). Finding your
niche: Identity and emotional support in emerging adults'
adjustment to the transition to college. Journal of Research on
Adolescence, 23(4), 744-761.

Barnhardt, C. (2001). A history of schooling for Alaska Native
people. Journal of American Indian Education, 40(1), 1-30.

Benjamin, M., Earnest, K., Gruenewald, D., & Arthur, G.
(2007). The first weeks of the first year. In E. L. Moore (Ed.),
Student affairs staff as teachers (pp. 13-24). Jossey-Bass.

Bowman, N. A., & Small, J. L. (2012). Exploring a hidden form
of minority status: College students’ religious affiliation and
well-being. Journal of College Student Development, 53(4),
491-509.

Bowman, N. A,, Jarratt, L., Jang, N., & Bono, T. J. (2019). The
unfolding of student adjustment during the first semester of
college. Research in Higher Education, 60(3), 273-292.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development.
Harvard University.

Byun, S. Y., Irvin, M. J., & Meece, J. L. (2015). Rural-nonrural
differences in college attendance patterns. Peabody Journal of
Education, 90(2), 263-279.

466

Tran & DeFeo

data collection for this project were funded in
part by a US Department of Education Native
Youth Community Partnership grant. We also
wish to thank Drs. Zeynep Kili¢ and Rebeca
Maseda for their constructive feedback, and the
student and staff participants who so graciously
shared their stories with us. Finally, we thank
the Alaska Association for Career and Technical
Education and the Alaska Postsecondary Access
and Completion Network for the opportunities
to present and discuss our preliminary findings.

Correspondence regarding this article should be addressed
to Trang C. Tran, trang. tran@colorado. edu

Byun, S. Y., Meece, J. L., & Irvin, M. J. (2012). Rural-nonrural
disparities in postsecondary educational attainment revisited.
American Educational Research Journal, 49(3), 412-437.

Byun, S. Y., Meece, J. L., & Agger, C. A. (2017). Predictors of
college attendance patterns of rural youth. Research in Higher
Education, 58(8), 817-842.

Carr, P, J., & Kefalas, M. J. (2009, September 21). The rural
brain drain. 7he Chronicle of Higher Education, 9, pp. 1-13.

Conley, D. T., & French, E. M. (2014). Student ownership of
learning as a key component of college readiness. American
Behavioral Scientist, 58(8), 1018-1034.

Corbett, M. (2007). Learning to leave: The irony of school in a
coastal community. Fernwood.

Corbett, M. (2015). Towards a rural sociological imagination:
Ethnography and schooling in mobile modernity. Ethnography
and Education, 10(3), 263-277.

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2019). Basics of qualitative research:
Procedures and techniques for developing grounded theory. SAGE.

Cox, G. R, Tucker, C. J., Sharp, E. H., Gundy, K. T. V,, &
Rebellon, C. J. (2014). Practical considerations: Community
context in a declining rural economy and emerging adults’
educational and occupational aspirations. Emerging Adulthood,
2(3), 173-183.

Crain, A. (2018). Serving rural students. National Association of
Colleges and Employers.

Credé¢, M., & Niehorster, S. (2012). Adjustment to college as
measured by the student adaptation to college questionnaire:
A quantitative review of its structure and relationships with
correlates and consequences. Educational Psychology Review,
24(1), 133-165.

DeFeo, D. J. (2013). Toward a model of purposeful participant
inclusion: Examining deselection as a participant risk. Qual-
itative Research Journal, 13(3), 253-264. doi:10.1108/QR]
-01-2013-0007

Demi, M. A., Coleman-Jensen, A., & Snyder, A. R. (2010).
The rural context and post-secondary school enrollment: An

Journal of College Student Development



Rural Students’ Postsecondary Transitions

ecological systems approach. Journal of Research in Rural Edu-
cation, 25(7), 1-26.

Fischer, C. T. (2009). Bracketing in qualitative research: Con-
ceptual and practical matters. Psychotherapy Research, 19(4-5),
583-590.

Fischer, E. M. J. (2007). Settling into campus life: Differences
by race/ethnicity in college involvement and outcomes. 7he
Journal of Higher Education, 78(2), 125-161.

Flora, J. L., & Flora, C. B. (2008). Rural communities, legacy and
change (3rd ed.). Westview.

Fowler, M., & Luna, G. (2009). High school and college partner-
ships: Credit-based transition programs. American Secondary
Education, 62-76.

Fromme, K., Corbin, W. R., & Kruse, M. I. (2008). Behavioral
risks during the transition from high school to college. Devel-
opmental Psychology, 44(5), 1497-1504.

Gram-Hanssen, I. (2018). Leaving, staying or belonging: Explor-
ing the relationship between formal education, youth mobility
and community resilience in rural Alaska. Polar Geography,
41(1), 1-25.

Griffin, D., Hutchins, B. C., & Meece, J. L. (2011). Where do
rural high school students go to find information about their
futures? Journal of Counseling & Development, 89(2), 172—-181.

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many inter-
views are enough? An experiment with data saturation and
variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82.

Hanson, H., & Pierson, A. (2016). Alaska Students’ Pathways
from High School to Postsecondary Education and Employment
(REL 2016-114). Regional Education Laboratory Northwest.

Harro, B. (2000). The cycle of socialization. In Adams, M., Blu-
menfeld, W.]., Castafieda, R., Hackman, H.W., Peters, M.L.,
Zuniga, X. (Eds.), Readings for diversity and social justice (pp.
15-21). Routledge.

Hlinka, K. R., Mobelini, D. C., & Giltner, T. (2015). Tensions
impacting student success in a rural community college. Jour-
nal of Research in Rural Education, 30(5), 1-16.

Howley, C., Chavis, B., & Kester, J. (2013). “Like human beings”:
Responsive relationships and institutional flexibility at a rural
community college. Journal of Research in Rural Education,
28(8), 1-14.

Inkelas, K. K., Daver, Z. E., Vogt, K. E., & Leonard, ]. B. (2007).
Living—learning programs and first-generation college stu-
dents’ academic and social transition to college. Research in
Higher Education, 48(4), 403-434.

Irvin, M. J., Byun, S. Y., Meece, J. L., Farmer, T. W., & Hutchins,
B. C. (2012). Educational barriers of rural youth: Relation of
individual and contextual difference variables. Journal of Career
Assessment, 20(1), 71-87.

Irvin, M. J., Meece, J. L., Byun, S. Y., Farmer, T. W., & Hutchins,
B. C. (2011). Relationship of school context to rural youth’s
educational achievement and aspirations. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 40(9), 1225-1242.

Isernhagen, J. C. (2010). TeamMates: Providing emotional and
academic support in rural schools. 7he Rural Educator, 32(1),
29-36.

Katz, S., & Somers, C. L. (2017). Individual and environmental
predictors of college adjustment: Prevention and intervention.

Current Psychology, 36(1), 56-65.

JULY—AUGUST 2021 4 VOL. 62 / NO 4

Knapp, G., & Lowe, M. (2007). Economic and social impacts of
BSAI crab rationalization on the communities of King Cove,
Akutan and False Pass. Institute of Social and Economic
Research.

Koricich, A., Chen, X., & Hughes, R. P. (2018). Understanding
the effects of rurality and socioeconomic status on college
attendance and institutional choice in the United States. 7he
Review of Higher Education, 41(2), 281-305.

Kumashiro, K. K. (2001). “Posts” perspectives on anti-oppressive
education in social studies, English, mathematics, and science
classrooms. Educational Researcher, 30(3), 3—12.

Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2009). InterViews: Learning the craft
of qualitative research interviewing. SAGE.

Lapan, R. T., Tucker, B, Kim, S. K., & Kosciulek, J. E (2003).
Preparing rural adolescents for post-high school transitions.
Journal of Counseling & Development, 81(3), 329-342.

Leonard, J. (2011). Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory to
understand community partnerships: A historical case study
of one urban high school. Urban Education, 46(5), 987-1010.

Lowe, M. E. (2010). Contemporary rural-urban migration in
Alaska. Alaska Journal of Anthropology, 8(2), 71-88.

Mattanah, J. E, Ayers, J. E, Brand, B. L., Brooks, L. J., Quimby,
J. L., & McNary, S. W. (2010). A social support intervention
to ease the college transition: Exploring main effects and mod-
erators. Journal of College Student Development, 51(1), 93-108.

Mattanah, J. E, Hancock, G. R., & Brand, B. L. (2004). Paren-
tal atctachment, separation-individuation, and college student
adjustment: A structural equation analysis of mediational
effects. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 51(2), 213-225.

Maltzan, T. L. (2006). Rurality and higher education: Implications
for identity and persistence [Doctoral dissertation]. The Ohio
State University.

Means, D. R., Clayton, A. B, Conzelmann, J. G., Baynes, P, &
Umbach, P. D. (2016). Bounded aspirations: Rural, African
American high school students and college access. 7he Review
of Higher Education, 39(4), 543-569.

Meece, J. L., Askew, K. J., Agger, C. A., Hutchins, B. C., &
Byun, S. Y. (2014). Familial and economic influences on the
gender-related educational and occupational aspirations of
rural adolescents. Journal of Educational and Developmental
Psychology, 4(1), 238-257.

Meeus, W. (2011). The study of adolescent identity formation
2000-2010: A review of longitudinal research. Journal of
Research on Adolescence, 21(1), 75-94.

Metzler, M. (2020). The Burden of Synthesis: Rural Journalism’s
Promises and Perils in a Nationalizing Media Ecosystem [Doc-
toral dissertation]. The University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. SAGE.

Nelson, I. A. (2016). Rural students’ social capital in the col-
lege search and application process. Rural Sociology, 81(2),
249-281.

Nora, A. (2004). The role of habitus and cultural capital in
choosing a college, transitioning from high school to higher
education, and persisting in college among minority and
nonminority students. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education,
3(2), 180-208.

Offidani-Bertrand, C., Velez, G., Benz, C., & Keels, M. (2019).
“I'wasn't expecting it”: High school experiences and navigating
belonging in the transition to college. Emerging Adulthood,
1-13.

467



Pailthorpe, B. C. (2017). Emergent design. 7he International
Encyclopedia of Communication Research Methods, 1-2. John
Wiley & Sons.

Patton, M. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods.
SAGE.

Patton, M. Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibil-
ity of qualitative analysis. Health Services Research, 34(5),
1189-1208.

Petrin, R. A., Schafft, K. A., & Meece, ]. L. (2014). Educational
sorting and residential aspirations among rural high school
students: What are the contributions of schools and educators
to rural brain drain? American Educational Research Journal,
51(2), 294-326.

Planty, M., Provasnik, S., & Daniel, B. (2007). High school course-
taking. (Report No. NCES 2007-065). National Center for
Education Statistics.

Renn, K. A., & Arnold, K. D. (2003). Reconceptualizing research
on college student peer culture. 7he Journal of Higher Educa-
tion, 74(3), 261-291.

Riemen, D. J. (1986). The essential structure of a caring interac-
tion: Doing phenomenology. In P. L. Munhall & C. J. Oiler
(Eds.), Nursing Research: A qualitative perspective (pp. 85-105).
Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Roscigno, V. J., Tomaskovic-Devey, D., & Crowley, M. (2006).
Education and the inequalities of place. Social Forces, 84(4),
2121-2145.

Saldana, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers.
SAGE.

San Antonio, D. M. (2016). The complex decision-making pro-
cesses of rural emerging adults: Counseling beyond dualism.
Peabody Journal of Education, 91(2), 246-269.

Sanchez, B., Esparza, P, Colén, Y., & Davis, K. E. (2010).
Tryin’ to make it during the transition from high school: The
role of family obligation attitudes and economic context for
Latino-emerging adults. Journal of Adolescent Research, 25(6),
858-884.

Schmitt-Wilson, S., Downey, J. A., & Beck, A. E. (2018). Rural
educational attainment: The importance of context. Journal
of Research in Rural Education, 33(3), 1-14.

Seidman, 1. (2006). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for
researchers in education and the social sciences. Teachers College.

Sherman. J. & Sage, R. (2011). Sending off all your good trea-
sures: Rural schools, brain-drain, and community survival in
the wake of economic collapse. Journal of Research in Rural
Education, 26(11), 1-14.

Sommerfeld, A. K. (2016). Education as a collective accomplish-
ment: How personal, peer, and parent expectations interact
to promote degree attainment. Social Psychology of Education,
19(2), 345-365.

Srivastava, S., Tamir, M., McGonigal, K. M., John, O. P, &
Gross, J. J. (2009). The social costs of emotional suppression:

468

Tran & DeFeo

A prospective study of the transition to college. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 96(4), 883-897.

Stebleton, M. J. (2011). Understanding immigrant college
students: Applying a developmental ecology framework to
the practice of academic advising. NACADA Journal, 31(1),
42-54.

Stephens, N. M., Hamedani, M. G., & Destin, M. (2014). Clos-
ing the social-class achievement gap: A difference-education
intervention improves first-generation students’ academic
performance and all students’ college transition. Psychological
Science, 25(4), 943-953.

Stone, C. C. (2014). Rural routes: First year college experiences of
students from rural backgrounds (Doctoral dissertation). Mon-
tana State University-Bozeman.

Sundeen, T. H., & Sundeen, D. M. (2013). Instructional tech-
nology for rural schools: Access and acquisition. Rural Special
Education Quarterly, 32(2), 8-14.

Terman, A. R. (2020). Social identities, place, mobility, and
belonging: Intersectional experiences of college-educated
youth. Journal of Rural Studies, 77, 21-32.

Tieken, M. C., & San Antonio, D. M. (2016). Rural aspirations,
rural futures: From “problem” to possibility. Peabody Journal
of Education, 91(2), 131-136.

Tierney, W. G., & Sablan, J. R. (2014). Examining college read-
iness. American Behavioral Scientist, 58(8), 943-946.

Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures
of student attrition. University of Chicago.

Tran, T., & Hill, A. (2019). Alaska high school graduation
rate trends. (Report No. 20192). Retrieved from https://
scholarworks.alaska.edu/handle/11122/10577

Venezia, A., & Jaeger, L. (2013). Transitions from high school to
college. 7he Future of Children, 23(1), 117-136.

Vossoughi, S., & Gutiérrez, K. D. (2016). Critical pedagogy
and sociocultural theory. In Esmonde, I. & Booker, A. N.
(Eds.), Power and privilege in the learning sciences (157-179).
Routledge.

Wright, C. J. (2012). Becoming to remain: Community college
students and post-secondary pursuits in central Appalachia.
Journal of Research in Rural Education, 27(6), 1-11.

Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race
theory discussion of community cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity
and Education, 8(1), 69-91.

Zhang, Y. L. (2018). Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological approach
to understand academic advising with international commu-
nity college students. Journal of International Students, 8(4),
1764-1782.

Zinth, J. D. (2014). Dual enrollment: A strategy to improve college-
going and college completion among rural students. Education
Commission of the States.

Journal of College Student Development



