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Abstract

The timing of transitions into adulthood has critical implications for early adulthood development, yet few
research studies on this topic exist, particularly involving rural youth. We utilized a nationwide sample of
geographically diverse rural youth from 34 rural locations in the United States to investigate adolescents’
expected transitions into adulthood. The vast majority of rural men and women planned to get married and
become parents, however, women expected earlier transition times into adulthood. Results also indicated a
number of individual, family, and community variables related to the expectation of marriage and parenthood
and the expected timing of marriage and parenthood. Notably, we found that whereas women were generally
more likely than men to plan to get married and become a parent, this observed gender gap decreased as
educational aspirations increased.
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1. Introduction

In many societies, getting married and becoming a parent represent the key markers of entering adulthood (Carr
& Kefalas, 2011; Shanahan, 2000). Yet the ages at which adolescents enter into these new roles widely vary and
have changed significantly over time. Compared to adolescents in previous decades, individuals today get
married and have children at later ages (Furstenberg, 2010; Settersten & Ray, 2010), in part due to changes in
gender norms, rising home prices, and the pursuit of increased schooling (McLanahan, 2004; Waters, Carr, &
Kefalas, 2011). Researchers have also found demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status, family structure,
expectations, and school experiences play a role in the timing of transitions into adulthood (Carr & Kefalas,
2011; Oesterle, Hawkins, Hill, & Bailey, 2010).

Despite a significant body of work on transition times into adulthood, few studies include rural samples and
existing work is quite dated, using cohorts that transitioned into adulthood during or before the 1980s (Marini,
1985; Oesterle et al., 2010; Rindfuss, Swicegood, & Rosenfeld, 1987). Because previous work is dated and
limited in scope, these explorations do not take into account the drastic socioeconomic changes that many rural
communities in the United States experienced over the past three decades (Brown & Schafft, 2011; Carr &
Kefalas, 2009; Farmer et al., 2006). These social and economic changes (e.g., the elimination of many low
skilled employment opportunities) have likely differentially affected the expectations and transition times into
adulthood of rural men and women (Fussell & Furstenberg, 2005; United States Department of Agriculture
[USDA], 2013).

In this paper, we addressed gaps in the literature by examining the ages and predictors of expected transitions
into adulthood among contemporary rural adolescents. We used a recent national survey of rural high school
students, and paid particular focus to (a) gender differences in expected transition times, and (b) how the
educational aspirations of rural men and women shape their transition times into adulthood. We focused on
gender because it plays a key role in understanding the future expectancies of adulthood among young adults in
rural areas (Blackwell & McLaughlin, 1999; Crockett & Beal, 2012; Crockett, Shanahan, & Jackson-Newsom,
2000; Meece, Askew, Agger, Hutchins, & Byun, 2014). Women today hold increasingly significant roles in the
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workforce, illustrating significant changes in cultural and social norms. These changes have likely contributed to
the increases in rural youth, especially rural young women, who have significantly higher aspirations to attend
postsecondary institutions compared to rural men (Meece et al., 2013, 2014). Given the high educational
aspirations of rural women, we hypothesized that educational aspirations would differently shape the expected
transition times for rural women and men.

It is important to note that the current study examines the expected transition times for adulthood among rural
adolescents, rather than the actual transition times. We acknowledge a potential difference between the expected
versus actual timing of transitions into adulthood, however literature suggests that aspirations (Beal & Crockett,
2010) and expectations for timing of transitions into adulthood (Crockett & Beal, 2012) are key factors in
predicting the developmental trajectories of adolescents (Greene, 1990). Further, research suggests that
aspirations and expectations affect long-term achievement and adaptation into adult roles (Mortimer & Johnson,
1998; Schoon, 2010; Shanahan, 2000).

2. Theoretical Framework

Adolescence is a key developmental period when individuals are able to think about their educational and
occupational aspirations in increasingly complex ways and consider how their identities relate to these future
plans (Eccles et al., 2003). The current study conceptualized adolescents’ aspirations and expectations by
drawing on two lines of developmental research. First, this study drew on work rooted in social cognitive theory
centered on aspirations. According to Bandura (1986) aspirations are cognitive representations of a goal that
help direct and organize behaviors and can include educational or occupational hopes or ambitions (Meece et al.,
2013, 2014). Second, the current study was supported by literature focused on future-oriented beliefs. Nurmi
(1991) describes future-oriented beliefs in terms of three psychological processes; motivation, planning, and
evaluation. Adolescents’ set goals based on their motives, plan and prepare for those goals, and finally, evaluate
the likelihood of attaining those goals (Nurmi, 1991). A synthesis of research has found that the goals that
adolescents set are tied to major developmental tasks and that changes in contextual opportunities are the
foundation for future-oriented beliefs (Nurmi, 1991).

Collectively, aspirations and future-oriented beliefs are important to study because they shape outcomes in early
adulthood and beyond, predicting educational (Ou & Reynolds, 2008) and occupational attainment (Armstrong
& Crombie, 2000) and successful transitions into early adulthood (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli,
2001; Beal & Crockett, 2010; Eccles, Brown, & Templeton, 2008; Elder & Conger, 2000; Schneider &
Stevenson, 1999). In turn, transitions into adult roles shape one’s life trajectory and can even preclude other
goals, for instance, entry into parenthood can delay pursuing higher education or professional goals (Schoon,
Martin, & Ross, 2007; Upchurch, 1993). Using principles from two developmental lines of research, the current
study investigated how individual, family, and community characteristics relate to transition times among rural
youth. In the section that follows, we review the extant literature on the timing of adulthood transitions and their
predictors, focusing on rural youth.

3. Background Literature

Both demographic characteristics (e.g., gender) and contextual factors (e.g., socioeconomic status and family
structure) shape the developmental transitions of rural youth (Carr & Kefalas, 2011; Oesterle et al., 2010;
Schoon, 2010).

3.1 Individual Characteristics

Rural young women tend to marry at a younger age compared to nonrural women (McLaughlin, Lichter, &
Johnston, 1993) and tend to anticipate younger ages of school completion, marriage, and parenthood compared
to young men (Crockett & Bingham, 2000). Work by Crockett and Bingham (2000) found that girls expected to
get married at 22.75 and enter parenthood at 24.44. Another study from a nationwide sample of youth from the
1980s reported that the expected median ages for marriage were 23.3 for women and 26.5 for men; and for
parenthood it was 23.6 for women only (Greene, 1990). Although research on rural youth has found that rural
young women have significantly higher educational aspirations than rural young men (Chenoweth & Galliher,
2004; Elder & Conger, 2000; Meece et al., 2014), rural women continue to marry at younger ages than their male
peers.

Another important individual-level influence is ethnicity. Currently, almost a third of rural students are children
of color (Johnson, Showalter, Klein, & Lester, 2014) and the percentage of rural minority youth, particularly
Latino youth, continues to increase (Donato, Tolbert, Nucci, & Kawano, 2007; Johnson, 2006; Johnson &
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Strange, 2009; Lichter & Brown, 2011). Previous work has found that specific timing (Bynner, 2005) and
expectations for future educational plans (Turcios-Cotto & Milan, 2013) can significantly vary across cultural,
racial, and social groups (Settersten & Ray, 2010). Latino and black youth are more likely to make earlier
transitions into parenthood and black youth are more likely to get married at earlier ages compared to their white
and Asian Americans peers (Macmillan & Copher, 2005; Pew Latino Center Study, 2009; Schoen, Landale,
Daniels, & Cheng, 2009). These findings may also apply to ethnic minority youth living in rural contexts; more
systematic investigations are needed to confirm these relations.

3.2 Family Characteristics

Family characteristics are key in shaping the aspirations and expectations of rural youth. Rural youth are more
likely than their urban peers to live in two-parent families and these youth report higher educational aspirations
and attainment than youth from single parent or other types of non-traditional families (Byun, Irvin, & Meece,
2012a; Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012b). In addition, belonging to families in which many immediate and extended
family members have attended college increases the likelihood that students will report plans to attend college
themselves (Chenoweth & Galliher, 2004). One potential inhibiting factor related to rural families is their
tendency to move locations often. Johnson et al. (2014) reported that one in eight rural students have changed
residence in the previous 12 months. This issue of mobility can interfere with consistency in schooling and it is
also associated with lower academic achievement (Johnson et al., 2014).

3.3 Community Characteristics

Existing research on transition times of rural youth has used geographically confined samples, which do not take
into account geographic diversity within rural communities. However, geographic considerations, such as rural
isolation, have important implications for the long-term aspirations of rural adolescents. Spohn, Crowther, and
Lykins (1992) found that rural isolation affected the educational attainment of Appalachian youth largely
through institutional barriers (e.g., lack of information about financial details). Other research has found that
geographic proximity to college increases the likelihood that students will apply to college (Turley, 2009),
highlighting the importance of geography in college pursuit.

4. Recent Socioeconomic Transformations in Rural Communities

Changes in economic conditions have created the need for more research on the contemporary transition times of
rural youth (Brown & Schafft, 2011; Carr & Kefalas, 2009; Farmer et al., 2006). Manufacturing and agriculture
in rural areas has steadily declined and a more service-oriented industry has arisen, offering fewer stable
employment opportunities to rural residents (McLaughlin & Coleman-Jensen, 2008). These changes in the labor
market have led to widespread poverty and challenges in gaining and sustaining employment in some rural
communities. In fact, more than two in five young people in rural areas live in poverty (Johnson et al., 2014).
Conditions of poverty directly and indirectly influence adolescent development and family planning and also
disproportionately affect minority residents, often having intergenerational consequences (Lichter & Johnson,
2007; Provasnik et al., 2007).

For decades, rural economies were based on agricultural jobs that involved manual and service labor, and were
primarily filled by men. Even recently, research has found that rural areas offered fewer employment
opportunities for women compared to men (Johnson, Elder, & Stern, 2005). Today, temporary service industry
jobs, often with unstandardized hours, comprise a large majority of employment options available to young
adults in rural areas (Gibbs, Kusmin, & Cromartie, 2005; McLaughlin & Coleman-Jensen, 2008). These
occupational opportunities may have contributed to the significant rise in rural youth, especially women, who
aspire to attend postsecondary institutions outside of their home community (Meece et al., 2013; Snyder &
Dillow, 2010).

Social conditions in the community also have the potential to either hinder or promote rural youths’ aspirations
for adulthood and expectations for transition times. Social conditions hinder aspirations and subsequent
transition times when social and cultural attitudes and community investments do not promote the attainment of
higher education (Elder & Conger, 2000; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001). When many community members do not
hold advanced education, as is the case with many rural areas, there is high unemployment (Johnson et al., 2014)
and lack of occupational role models for younger generations. On the other hand, strong connections between
schools and parents can also promote rural adolescents’ aspirations for educational or occupational attainment.
Rural youth live in areas high in social capital with strong shared values and connections between families,
schools, and religious institutions (Byun, Meece, Irvin, & Hutchins, 2012c; Crockett et al., 2000; Elder &
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Conger, 2000). These connections are critical in shaping educational and residential aspirations for adulthood
(Byun et al., 2012c¢; Crockett et al., 2000; Elder & Conger, 2000; Johnson et al., 2005; Meece et al., 2014; Petrin,
Farmer, Meece, & Byun, 2011).

The preceding discussion highlights recent changes in the economic landscape, social attitudes, and educational
aspirations of rural youth. We hypothesized that these shifts will play a prominent role in determining the timing
of adulthood transitions among contemporary rural youth. Further, we hypothesized that educational aspirations
will moderate the relation between gender and expected transition times. In other words, whereas women tended
to marry earlier according to research conducted several decades ago (McLaughlin et al., 1993), this may not
hold true today given the rising postsecondary aspirations of and the limited employment opportunities for
women in rural locales.

5. Aims of the Current Study

The current study was guided by several goals. The first goal was to generate descriptive summaries of the
expected timing of transition into adulthood among contemporary rural youth. The second goal was to explore
how various individual, family, and community variables related to the expected timing of transition, with a
particular focus on gender. The final goal was to examine how educational aspirations shape gender differences
in the expected timing of transition into adulthood.

6. Data and Methods
6.1 Data and Sample

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

Using this stratified sampling, 114 schools were randomly selected and contacted. Of these, 73 schools (11%
from small town and 89% from rural locales) across 34 states agreed to participate in this study. At the time of
data collection, 16,295 adolescents in grades 9-12 were enrolled at these 73 study schools, and 8,754 adolescents
took part in the study by completing a survey. The overall participation rate was 53.8%. However, one school in
the study had an extremely low participation rate (167/1,883). Removing this school from the calculation
produces an overall participation rate of 59.6%. In addition, the study included 667 teachers (59.5% female and
40.5% male) who completed surveys about themselves and students in the study.

For the present investigation, we restricted our analyses to those adolescents who provided valid answers to the
survey questions (see below) regarding expectations for marriage and parenthood and who attended schools
where the Common Core of Data were available. In addition, we excluded Asian American adolescents due to
small sample sizes (less than 1% of the total sample). The final sample consisted of 7,298 adolescents, including
53% female, 67% white, 7% black, 10% Latino/a, 4% Native American, and 12% multiracial (Note 1).

6.2 Measures
6.2.1 Dependent Variables

The dependent variables in the current study were expected timing of first marriage and parenthood. Data for
these two gateway variables were gathered via questionnaire items. For example, respondents were prompted:
“Do you plan to get married? If yes, at what age do you plan to do this?”” Response options provided were: by
age 16-18; by age 19-21; by age 22-24; by age 25-27; by age 28-30; after age 30. Based on this question, we
created two indicators in terms of (a) whether adolescents planned to get married or not (no=0 versus yes=1) and
(b) the expected age of first marriage only among those who planned to get married. Likewise, we created two
indicators in terms of (a) whether a respondent planned to become a parent (no=0 versus yes=1) and (b) the
expected age of parenthood only among those who planned to become a parent.
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6.2.2 Independent Variables

Based on the literature reviewed above, we included a variety of individual, family, and community variables in
the analysis of the predictors of the timing of transitions into adulthood of rural youth. For individual
characteristic variables the following were included (a) gender, (b) race/ethnicity, (c) grade level, (d) educational
aspirations (years of education), (¢) academic achievement (a self-reported measure), (f) residential aspirations,
and (g) residential stability (years in the current community). Gender and race/ethnicity were measured by
asking respondents to indicate their gender (female=1, male=0) and racial/ethnic background (e.g., white, black,
Latino, or Native American). Grade level was measured through asking respondents to report their grade level
(1=9th, 2=10th, 3=11th, and 4=12th). Educational aspirations were measured through asking participants how far
in school they would most like to go. Original response options included the following: 1=less than high school
graduation; 2=high school graduation or GED only; 3=attend or complete a two-year school course in a
community college, vocational, or trade school; 4=attend college but not complete a four-year degree; 5=graduate
from college; 6=obtain a master’s degree or equivalent; 7=obtain a Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree; and
8=don’t know. This variable was transformed into years of schooling (e.g., 1=11, 7=22), with the exclusion of the
“don’t know” category. We treated the “don’t know” category as missing data and replaced it using multiple
imputations. Academic achievement was measured through asking adolescents to report their grades. Response
options ranged from 1=below D’s to 8=Mostly A’s. Residential aspirations were measured through asking
adolescents to report where they would like to live at age 30. Response options included: 1=home state, 2=another
state, 3=have not thought about it or decided. Residential stability was measured through asking participants to
report how long they had lived in their current community. Response options included: 1=less than 5 years, 2=5-10
years, 3=more than 10 years.

For family background variables the following were included (a) parental education, (b) family economic
hardship, and (c) intact family. Parent education was measured through adolescents’ reporting on the highest
level of their parents’ education. Original response options included the following: 1=less than high school
graduation; 2=high school graduation or GED only; 3=attend or complete a two-year school course in a
community college, vocational, or trade school; 4=attend college but not complete a four-year degree; S=graduate
from college; 6=obtain a master’s degree or equivalent; 7=obtain a Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree; and
8=don’t know. We examined both parents’ education levels and included whichever parent had the highest level of
education. We transformed this variable into years of schooling, with the exclusion of the “don’t know” category.
We treated the “don’t know” category as missing data and replaced it using multiple imputations. Family
economic hardship was measured through three items that asked adolescents about constraints that they felt related
to family economic challenges. Questions included, “There is not enough money in my family to pay bills”; “We
don’t have enough money in my family for things that are important”; and “We don’t have enough money to buy
things my family needs or wants”. The response options included five-point scales (never to all of the time). The
reliability statistic was .879. Intact family was measured by participants’ indication of whom they currently lived
with (1=both mother and father, 0=other). Number of siblings was measured through participants’ reporting the
number of their brothers and sisters.

For variables that pertained to economic and geographic conditions in the rural community, the following were

included (a) isolation of rural community (i.e., town/fringe or distant [reference category], town/remote,

rural/fringe or distance, rural/remote), (b) percent of the population aged 25 or older with college degrees, and (c)
poverty rate. Isolation was measured through locale codes. Original codes were 3 1=rural, fringe, 32=rural, distant,

33=rural remote, 41=town, fringe, 42=town, distant, and 43=town, remote. Categories were collapsed into 1=town,
fringe or distant, 2=town, remote, 3=rural, fringe or distant, and 4=rural, remote. Both percent of the population

aged 25 or older with a college degree and poverty rate were measured using information from 2004-2005 NCES

Common Core of Data. Appendix Table A presents descriptive statistics for our independent variables.

6.3 Analytic Strategies

First, we performed descriptive statistics for the expectations for first marriage and parenthood as well as
expected ages of first marriage and parenthood by the pooled sample and gender. Second, to examine the
expectations for first marriage and parenthood, we conducted logistic regression analyses as these items were
measured by dichotomous variables (Long & Freese, 2006). In analyzing the expected ages of first marriage and
parenthood, we conducted interval regression analyses because the outcome variables contained both interval
censoring and right-censoring (Long & Freese, 2006). When we ran these multivariate analyses, we estimated
two models. The first model included all individual, family, and community variables to examine how these
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variables related to the expectations for and expected times of first marriage and parenthood. The second model
included the interaction term between gender and educational aspirations to examine whether gender differences
in the expectations and expected times for first marriage and parenthood differed by educational aspirations.

We replaced missing data only for the independent variables using multiple imputations (Schafer & Graham,
2002) (see Appendix Table A). Following recommendations set forth by von Hippel (2007), all of the dependent
and independent variables were included so that missing values for the independent variables were predicted
using existing values from the other variables. Given literature suggesting that accurate results typically can be
obtained from two to ten imputations (Rubin, 1987; von Hippel, 2005), we generated ten imputed datasets. In
each imputed dataset, each missing value was replaced with a plausible random value drawn on the observed
values of all of the variables (von Hippel, 2005). We used the Stata ICE module for multiple imputations and
pooled estimates from the ten datasets with the MIM prefix in Stata. To address the nested nature of data (i.e.,
students nested within schools), we employed cluster robust standard errors, which downwardly adjust inflated
standard errors resulting from violations of the independent errors assumption due to clustering thereby reducing
the likelihood of making a Type I error (Rogers, 1993).

7. Results
7.1 Expectations for and Expected Timing of Transitions

Table 1. Distribution of expectation of first marriage and parenthood by gender and race/ethnicity

Gender
Total
Female Male
Marriage
Whether a student planned to get married or not (N=7,298) 0.94 0.95 0.93
If planned, at what age? (N=6,707)
By age 16-18 0.02 0.03 0.01
By age 19-21 0.12 0.14 0.09
By age 22-24 0.38 0.42 0.34
By age 25-27 0.34 0.31 0.37
By age 28-30 0.11 0.08 0.14
After age 30 0.03 0.02 0.05
Parenthood
Whether a student planned to become a parent (N=7,298) 0.91 0.91 0.90
If planned, at what age? (N=6,445)
By age 16-18 0.03 0.03 0.02
By age 19-21 0.05 0.05 0.05
By age 22-24 0.21 0.25 0.18
By age 25-27 0.42 0.44 0.40
By age 28-30 0.21 0.19 0.24
After age 30 0.08 0.04 0.11

Note. Numbers are proportions.

Table 1 presents the distribution of expectations for and expected timing of transitions into adulthood in terms of

first marriage and parenthood by gender. Given the interval scale of the variables for expected timing of

transitions into adulthood, we also present both lower and upper bounds for expected ages of first marriage and

parenthood by gender in Table 2. Ninety-four percent of adolescents indicated that they planned to get married.

Ninety-five percent of female participants and 93% of male participants indicated that they planned to get

married. Among participants who indicated that they planned to get married, 38% indicated that they planned to
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get married by age 22-24. Among female participants, 42% indicated that they planned to get married by age
22-24. Thirty-seven percent of male participants, on the other hand, indicated that they planned to get married by
age 25-27. With respect to parenthood, 91% of the participants indicated that they planned to become a parent.
Ninety-one percent of female participants and 90% of male participants indicated that they planned to become a
parent. Among those participants who indicated that they planned to become a parent, 42% indicated that they
planned to become a parent by age 25-27. Among women, 44% indicated that they planned to become a parent
by age 25-27. The corresponding percentage among men was 40%.

When it came to expected ages of first marriage, the lower bound for expected age was 23.96 for men and 22.97
for women, while the upper bound for expected age was 25.65 for men and 24.85 for women. For expected ages
of parenthood, the lower bound for expected age was 25.31 for men and 24.45 for women, while the upper
bound for expected age was 26.70 for men and 26.20 for women. In sum, generally speaking, while the majority
of rural youth planned to get married and become a parent, expected timing of transitions tended to be earlier
among women compared to their male counterparts. In the section that follows, we examine predictors of the
expectations of transition into adulthood before examining predictors of expected transition times into adulthood.

Table 2. Expected ages of first marriage and parenthood by gender

Expected Age
Lower interval age Upper interval age
M SD M SD
Marriage (N=6,707)
Male 23.96 2.98 25.65 2.71
Female 22.97 2.84 24.85 2.70
Total 23.44 2.94 25.22 2.74
Parenthood (N=6,445)
Male 25.31 3.13 26.70 2.81
Female 24.45 3.01 26.20 2.83
Total 24.85 3.10 26.43 2.83

Note. Only those students who indicated that they had planned to get married or to become a parent are included.

7.2 Predictors of the Expectation of Transition into Adulthood
7.2.1 Expectation of Marriage

Table 3 presents results from the logistic regression model predicting the likelihood of a student planning to get
married. Recall that Model 1 included all individual, family, and community variables and Model 2 additionally
included the interaction term between gender and educational aspirations.

Model 1 showed that there were no significant gender differences in the likelihood of the expectation for
marriage, yet there were significant ethnic differences, as black participants were less likely than white
participants to expect to get married. Grade level was also a significant predictor: 10", 11", 12" graders were
less likely than 9" graders to expect to get married. Higher educational aspirations, higher academic achievement,
and growing up in an intact family were associated with the increased likelihood of planning to get married. On
the other hand, participants who hoped to live in another state when they were 30 years old were less likely to
plan to get married compared to participants who wanted to live in their home state. Also, a higher level of
family economic hardship and living in a community with a relatively higher poverty rate was associated with
the decreased likelihood of planning to get married. In Model 2, the interaction term between gender and
educational aspirations was negative and significant, suggesting that while overall female participants were more
likely than male participants to plan to get married, this gender gap reduced as educational aspirations increased.
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Table 3. Logistic regression model predicating the likelihood of planning to get married

1 2
Variable Coef. SE OR Coef. SE OR
Individual characteristics
Female (vs. male) 0.149 0.113  1.160 2.814 ** 0.859 16.677
Race/ethnicity (White omitted)
Black -0.564 * 0.262  0.569 -0.598 * 0.267 0.550
Hispanic -0.168 0.160  0.846 -0.195 0.162 0.823
Native -0.138 0.357  0.871 -0.135 0.361 0.874
Multiracial -0.073 0.130  0.929 -0.068 0.130 0.934
Grade (9th grade omitted)
10th -0.388 ** 0.138  0.679 -0.379 ** 0.140 0.684
11th -0.422 ** 0.131  0.656 -0.416 ** 0.131 0.660
12th -0.447 ** 0.150  0.640 -0.446 ** 0.152 0.640
Educational aspirations 0.096 ** 0.031  1.100 0.180 *** 0.046 1.197
Academic achievement 0.126 ** 0.041 1.134 0.119 ** 0.041 1.126
Residential aspirations (home state omitted)
Another state -0.525 *** 0.147  0.591 -0.547 *** 0.148 0.579
Have not thought or decided -0.189 0.144  0.828 -0.208 0.145 0.812
Residential stability (Less than 5 years omitted)
5-10 years 0.173 0.152  1.188 0.176 0.151 1.192
More than 10 years 0.321 * 0.143  1.379 0.340 * 0.142 1.405
Family characteristics
Parental education 0.020 0.027  1.020 0.019 0.027 1.019
Family economic hardship -0.100 * 0.049  0.905 -0.101 * 0.049 0.904
Intact family 0.608 *** 0.117  1.837 0.597 *** 0.118 1.817
Community characteristics
Isolation (Town, fringe or distant omitted)
Town, remote -0.355 0.332  0.701 -0.364 0.319 0.695
Rural, fringe or distant -0.185 0.338  0.831 -0.201 0.324 0.818
Rural, remote -0.219 0.321  0.803 -0.226 0.308 0.797
% of population aged 25 or older with college degrees -0.014 0.012  0.987 -0.013 0.012 0.987
Poverty rate -0.033 *** 0.010  0.968 -0.032 ** 0.010 0.969
Female X Educational aspirations -0.165 ** 0.053 0.848
Constant 1.384 * 0.656 — 0.134 0.832 —
Pseudo (McFadden’s) R-squared® 0.022 0.072
N 7,298 7,298

Note. Standard errors are corrected for clustering within schools.
a. Pseudo R-squared is based on one complete and imputed data set.

*¥HEEP<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 (two-tailed tests).

7.2.2 Expectation of Parenthood

Table 4 presents results from the logistic regression model predicting the likelihood of a student planning to
become a parent. Model 1 showed, unlike for the expectation of marriage, only a few variables were significant
predictors of the expectation of parenthood. Rural youth who wanted to live in another state or had not thought
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about it/decided were significantly less likely to plan to become a parent, compared to their counterparts who
wanted to live in home state. Adolescents from intact families were significantly more likely to plan to become a
parent than adolescents from non-intact families. Of interest, when we included the interaction term between
gender and educational aspirations in Model 2, both gender and educational aspirations became positive and
significant, while the interaction term was negative and significant. This suggests that although female
participants were generally more likely than male participants to plan to become a parent, this observed gender
gap reduced as educational aspirations increased. This result was consistent with results for the expectation of
marriage.

Table 4. Logistic regression model predicating the likelihood of planning to become a parent

1 2
Variable Coef. SE OR Coef. SE OR
Individual characteristics
Female (vs. male) 0.161 0.084 1.175 2.726 *** 0.684  15.272
Race/ethnicity (White omitted)
Black 0.048 0.226  1.049 0.025 0.229 1.026
Hispanic 0.149 0223 1.161 0.127 0.225 1.136
Native -0.067 0.138  0.936 -0.061 0.139 0.941
Multiracial -0.086 0.141 0918 -0.080 0.140 0.923
Grade (9th grade omitted)
10th -0.116 0.119  0.891 -0.107 0.121 0.899
11th -0.103 0.103  0.902 -0.099 0.103 0.905
12th -0.103 0.157  0.902 -0.102 0.158 0.903
Educational aspirations 0.034 0.022  1.035 0.114 *** 0.032 1.120
Academic achievement 0.069 0.036  1.071 0.061 0.036 1.063
Residential aspirations (home state omitted)
Another state -0.494 **x* 0.094 0.610 -0.513 *** 0.096 0.599
Have not thought or decided -0.295 ** 0.107  0.745 -0.312 ** 0.108 0.732
Residential stability (Less than 5 years omitted)
5-10 years -0.095 0.133  0.909 -0.097 0.131 0.907
More than 10 years 0.196 0.122  1.216 0.210 0.121 1.233
Family characteristics
Parental education 0.028 0.019  1.029 0.028 0.019 1.028
Family economic hardship -0.051 0.041  0.951 -0.052 0.041 0.950
Intact family 0.242 ** 0.082 1.274 0.230 ** 0.080 1.258
Community characteristics
Isolation (Town, fringe or distant omitted)
Town, remote 0.126 0.115 1.134 0.119 0.115 1.127
Rural, fringe or distant 0.201 0.139  1.223 0.185 0.140 1.203
Rural, remote 0.236 0.130  1.266 0.228 0.132 1.256
% of population aged 25 or older with college degrees -0.009 0.009  0.991 -0.009 0.009 0.991
Poverty rate -0.018 0.009  0.982 -0.018 0.009 0.982
Female X Educational aspirations -0.155 *** 0.041 0.856
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Constant 1.300 * 0523 — 0.107 0.567 —
Pseudo (McFadden’s) R-squared® 0.022 0.027
N 7,298 7,298

Note. Standard errors are corrected for clustering within schools.
a. Pseudo R-squared is based on one complete and imputed data set.

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 (two-tailed tests).

7.3 Predictors of Expected Times of Transition into Adulthood

Analyses that focused on the expected transition times into adulthood were restricted to those adolescents who
planned to get married and to become a parent. Model 1 included all individual, family, and community
variables and Model 2 additionally included the interaction term between gender and educational aspirations.

7.3.1 Expected Times of Marriage

Table 5 presents results from the interval regression model predicting expected ages of first marriage. Model 1
showed that there were significant gender differences in expected ages of first marriage, even after controlling
for other variables.

Table 5. Interval regression model predicating the expected timing of marriage

1 2
Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE
Individual characteristics
Female (vs. male) -1.193 *** 0.086 -2.382 *** 0.572
Race/ethnicity (White omitted)
Black 1.530 *** 0.192 1.535 *** 0.191
Hispanic -0.175 0.218 -0.165 0.218
Native -0.320 0.183 -0.323 0.183
Multiracial 0.327 * 0.153 0.325 * 0.154
Grade (9th grade omitted)
10th 0.172 0.097 0.169 0.097
11th -0.029 0.090 -0.030 0.089
12th 0.090 0.123 0.091 0.122
Educational aspirations 0.181 *** 0.017 0.143 *** 0.025
Academic achievement 0.086 ** 0.030 0.090 ** 0.030
Residential aspirations (home state omitted)
Another state 0.333 ** 0.102 0.341 ** 0.102
Have not thought or decided 0.298 ** 0.090 0.305 ** 0.091
Residential stability (Less than 5 years omitted)
5-10 years 0.040 0.137 0.044 0.136
More than 10 years 0.012 0.128 0.008 0.129
Family characteristics
Parental education 0.015 0.015 0.016 0.015
Family economic hardship -0.135 *** 0.038 -0.134 *** 0.038
Intact family -0.222 * 0.098 -0.217 * 0.098
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Community characteristics

Isolation (Town, fringe or distant omitted)

Town, remote -0.417 0.268 -0.415 0.264
Rural, fringe or distant -0.353 0.277 -0.345 0.272
Rural, remote -0.306 0.234 -0.302 0.229
% of population aged 25 or older with college degrees 0.025 0.014 0.025 0.014
Poverty rate 0.005 0.015 0.004 0.015
Female X Educational aspirations 0.071 * 0.034
Constant 21.048 *** 0.619  21.635 *** 0.674
Pseudo (McFadden’s) R-squared® 0.025 0.025
N 6,707 6,707

Note. Standard errors are corrected for clustering within schools.
a. Pseudo R-squared is based on one complete and imputed data set.

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05 (two-tailed tests).

On average, female participants planned to get married at earlier ages than male participants by 1.2 years. There
were also significant racial/ethnic differences with black and multiracial adolescents reporting much later ages
for first marriage than their white peers. Higher educational aspirations were significantly related to later ages for
first marriage; a one year increase in the year of education that participants wanted to pursue was associated
with .181 years of delay for first marriage. Higher academic achievement was also significantly related to later
ages for first marriage. Adolescents who wanted to live in another state or had not thought about it/decided
reported significantly later ages for first marriage than those who wanted to live in their home state. A higher
level of family economic hardship was associated with earlier ages for first marriage. Adolescents from intact
families reported significantly earlier ages for first marriage than those from non-intact families. No community
variables were significant predictors. In Model 2, the interaction term between gender and educational
aspirations was positive and significant. This result suggests that while overall female participants tended to
report significantly earlier ages for first marriage than male participants, this gender gap was significantly
smaller among those adolescents who had higher educational aspirations than those who had lower educational
aspirations. Figure 1 depicts this varying relationship between gender and expected ages of first marriage,
depending on the level of educational aspirations. For this figure, we calculated expected ages of first marriage
as predicted by Model 2, and set all other variables to zero. As shown in Figure 1, the gender gap in expected age
of first marriage was much smaller among participants who reported higher educational aspirations, compared
participants who reported lower educational aspirations.
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Figure 1. The Varying relationship between gender and expected ages of first marriage

Note. Predicted expected ages of first married were based on Model 2 in Table 4. We set zero for all other variables.

7.3.2 Expectation of Parenthood

Table 6 presents results from the interval regression model predicting expected ages of parenthood. Model 1
showed that there were significant gender differences in expected ages of parenthood, even after controlling for
other variables. Specifically, female participants planned to become a parent at earlier ages than their male peers
by approximately 1.2 years. There were significant ethnic differences with Hispanic participants reporting much
earlier ages for parenthood than white participants. Similar to results for first marriage, higher educational
aspirations were significantly related to later ages for parenthood. That is, a one-year increase in the year of
education that participants wanted to pursue was associated with 2.35 years of delay for parenthood. Higher
academic achievement was also significantly related to later ages for parenthood and higher level of family
economic hardship was associated with earlier ages for parenthood. Again, no community variables were
significant predictors. Unlike for first marriage, in Model 2, the interaction term between gender and educational
aspirations was not statistically significant.

Table 6. Interval regression model predicating the expected timing of parenthood

1 2
Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE
Individual characteristics
Female (vs. male) -1.180 *** 0.103 -2.323 ** 0.693
Race/ethnicity (White omitted)
Black -0.473 0.365 -0.466 0.365
Hispanic -1.058  *** 0.179 -1.049  *** 0.180
Native -0.322 0.229 -0.326 0.227
Multiracial 0.149 0.126 0.148 0.127
Grade (9th grade omitted)
10th -0.003 0.113 -0.006 0.114
11th -0.023 0.105 -0.023 0.105
12th -0.028 0.134 -0.027 0.133
Educational aspirations 0.235 *** 0.022 0.198 *** 0.031
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Academic achievement 0.161 *** 0.034 0.165 *** 0.034
Residential aspirations (home state omitted)
Another state 0.320 ** 0.099 0.328 ** 0.099
Have not thought or decided 0.378 ** 0.110 0.385 *** 0.109
Residential stability (Less than 5 years omitted)
5-10 years 0.163 0.135 0.168 0.135
More than 10 years -0.015 0.125 -0.017 0.125

Family characteristics

Parental education 0.001 0.017 0.001 0.017
Family economic hardship -0.106 * 0.046 -0.104 * 0.046
Intact family 0.070 0.099 0.074 0.099

Community characteristics

Isolation (Town, fringe or distant omitted)

Town, remote -0.456 0.261 -0.455 0.258
Rural, fringe or distant -0.222 0.220 -0.215 0.214
Rural, remote -0.006 0.179 -0.003 0.173
% of population aged 25 or older with college degrees 0.017 0.010 0.017 0.010
Poverty rate -0.015 0.010 -0.016 0.010
Female X Educational aspirations 0.068 0.042
Constant 21.705 *** 0.578 22273 *** 0.710
Pseudo (McFadden’s) R-squared® 0.027 0.027
N 6,445 6,445

Note. Standard errors are corrected for clustering within schools.
a. Pseudo R-squared is based on one complete and imputed data set.

*¥H*P<.001, ¥*p<.01, *p<.05 (two-tailed tests).

8. Discussion

The timing of major adulthood transitions has critical developmental implications, yet few research studies on
this topic specifically focus on rural youth. The current study addressed this gap in the literature and contributes
to the growing research on transition times of rural adolescents in several ways. First, the sample of this study
included a large, diverse, and contemporary pool of rural men and women. Second, this paper examined both
gender- and ethnicity-related differences in the expected timing of transitions into adulthood. Third, the study
included community predictors unique to rural areas, which are largely absent from previous studies on
transition times of rural youth. Below we highlight several key findings.

8.1 Individual Characteristics and Adulthood Transitions
8.1.1 Gender

Study results are consistent with previous research on gender and timing of transitions into adulthood (Crockett
& Beal, 2012; Crockett & Bingham, 2000; Greene, 1990; Marini, 1985; Schoon, 2010), which has found that
women expect earlier ages of transition into marriage and parenthood roles. Compared to extant work that used
both rural and national samples (Greene, 1990; Crockett & Bingham, 2000), results of the current paper find
relatively similar expected ages of marriage and parenthood. However, compared to previous studies, women in
our sample expected slightly older ages of entering parenthood, which aligns with current trends concerning the
postponement of marriage and parenthood (Furstenberg, 2010; Settersten & Ray, 2010).
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8.1.2 Educational Aspirations

In line with research on educational aspirations (e.g., Byun et al., 2012a), and as exemplified by the results of the
current paper, educational aspirations were key in guiding the pathways into adulthood of rural youth. Despite
the fact that most rural men and women expected to get married and enter parenthood, their expectations were
also heavily shaped by educational aspirations. We found that while women were generally more likely than men
to plan to get married and become a parent, this observed gender gap reduced as educational aspirations
increased. This interaction was consistent throughout all analyses except in predicting expected timing of
parenthood. The strong influence of educational aspirations especially among rural women demonstrates the
powerful role of human agency in shaping developmental outcomes (Eccles, 2008; Elder, 1998). In addition, the
moderating influence of educational aspirations may reflect how rural women perceive relatively few
occupational options in their home communities (Johnson et al., 2005), prompting them to make decisions about
pursuing educational and professional goals in relation to marriage and parenthood goals. The perception of few
career options, along with increases in the postsecondary aspirations of rural women in recent years (Meece et al.,
2013), align with our findings and suggest that educational aspirations play an important role in adulthood
transitions such as the expectations for and timing of marriage and parenthood. These findings may also reflect
broader changes in the social attitudes and norms surrounding gender and employment among rural community
members.

8.1.3 Ethnicity

Results of this study align with previous work that shows how specific timing and expectations for future
educational plans fluctuate depending on culture, gender, and ethnicity (Bynner, 2005; Settersten & Ray, 2010;
Turcios-Cotto & Milan, 2013). The current study extends this existing work by exploring the predictors of
expected transition times into adulthood of a diverse subsample of rural youth. Key findings showed that black
participants were less likely than white participants to expect to get married and black youth reported much later
ages for first marriage than white youth. These findings suggest nuanced differences in the expectation of
adulthood transitions across adolescents of different ethnicities; however, more research is needed to confirm
ethnicity-related differences in the expected transition times of rural youth.

8.1.4 Residential Aspirations

Our results also showed that the aspiration to live away from home was closely linked to expected adulthood
transitions. Adolescents who wanted to live in another state when they were 30 years old were less likely to plan
to get married and expected later ages for their first marriage. Additionally, rural youth who wanted to live in
another state or had not thought about it/decided were significantly less likely to plan to become a parent and
expected later ages for becoming a parent. These findings might reflect the desire to delay marriage and family
in pursuit of higher education outside of one’s home communality (Furstenberg, 2010; Hektner, 1995; Settersten
& Ray, 2010). These results could also be tied to feelings of rural residential attachment, which would align with
work by Johnson et al. (2005), who found that rural youth who are less residentially attached tend to hold higher
educational expectations. Our findings extend work by Johnson et al. (2005) in exploring how residential
aspirations are linked to other development markers (i.e., expectations of marriage and parenthood).

8.2 Family Characteristics and Adulthood Transitions

Our study also highlights how family contributions, in addition to individual influences, relate to the
developmental outcomes of rural youth. Rural youth who perceived higher levels of family economic hardship
reported significantly earlier ages for marriage and parenthood (thus obfuscating educational pursuits), compared
to their counterparts who perceived lower levels of family economic hardship. These findings may reflect how
conditions of poverty can have long-term negative consequences on development (McLoyd, 1998) and can result
in lower earnings and less educational attainment into adulthood (Corcoran, 1995; Heflin & Pattillo, 2006). Our
study highlights the important role of family background in the transition times of rural youth, and underscore
how family background can serve as a barrier and facilitator for transitions into adulthood in rural settings.

8.3 Community Characteristics and Adulthood Transitions

Our study found limited evidence suggesting that community characteristics are associated with the transition
times of rural youth. Only the poverty level of the community was significantly associated with the likelihood of
planning to marry, as youth living in communities with a higher poverty rate were less likely to plan to get
married. However, the role of community characteristics in shaping the transition times of rural youth should not
be underestimated for several reasons. First, the current study considered only a limited number of community
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variables. Second, although we conceptualized residential aspirations as individual influences in the current
study, these beliefs may be reflective of community influences as well, such as the availability of employment
opportunities. More research is needed to determine how these residential aspirations are tied to community
influences.

9. Study Limitations, Future Research, and Implications

Despite using a nationwide and diverse sample of rural sample, the current study could not include an exhaustive
list of ethnicity, family, or economic variables. Many of the variables in the current study were previously linked
to transition times among white rural youth, but not enough information exists about some of the important
within-group predictors of transition times among ethnic-minority rural youth. Future studies should examine
group differences across rural youth of various ethnic backgrounds and include culturally appropriate, school-,
and community-oriented variables.

Another study limitation was the cross-sectional nature of the study and the absence of follow-up data on actual
transition times. Although the current paper did not include follow-up data, research has shown the expectations
for the timing of transitions predict the actual timing of transitions (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Crockett & Beal,
2012; Mello, 2008). However, without longitudinal data, causality and directionality cannot be determined.
Future research using rural samples should use longitudinal data and more sophisticated analysis techniques,
(e.g., Oesterle et al., 2010) in studying developmental pathways of rural youth. Another possible limitation was
the usage of timing of marriage and parenthood of markers as the transition into adulthood. Extant research has
suggested that adolescents’ current conceptions of adulthood involve more psychological, individualistic, and
relational processes, and do not necessarily include markers such as entry into parenthood, marriage, first job, or
the finishing of education (Horowitz & Bromnick, 2007). Future work on the transition times into adulthood
among rural youth should include these contemporary conceptions of adulthood that emphasize responsibility,
autonomy, and decision-making (Arnett, 2003).

Finally, although we highlighted recent socioeconomic transformations that have taken place in rural
communities and their potential impact on the developmental trajectories of rural youth, our analyses did not
directly test this issue. To better address this issue, future research should investigate whether and how
socioeconomic transformations in rural communities shape rural youth’s transitions to adulthood by using data
for different age cohorts. Future research also should use comparative data that include urban and suburban
youth to examine the role of rurality in shaping transitions to adulthood.

Despite these limitations, the results of this study hold two major implications for the developmental trajectories
of rural youth. First, the powerful impact of educational aspirations on shaping the critical life transitions of rural
men and women shows how malleable aspirations and cognitive beliefs have the ability to shape development
pathways. Even when rural youth face changing and sometimes limiting economic and social environments,
holding high educational aspirations can help steer adolescents toward their goals. The malleable aspirations of
rural youth could be a target for future school-based intervention work that could potentially help guide rural
youth through the often-difficult transition from high school into adulthood. Second, this study illustrates how
family and community forces unique to rural areas shape the developmental transitions and trajectories of rural
men and women. Future intervention efforts should harness the promotive, or buffering, roles that families and
communities play in helping rural youth navigate their transitions to adulthood.
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Note

Note 1. Respondents were given the option of selecting one or more race categories to indicate racial identities,
which led to a higher proportion of a multiracial group. Because of the nature of the questions asked, our data on
race/ethnicity are not directly comparable with data collected by the U.S. Census Bureau or NCES.

Appendix

Table A. Descriptive statistics for the independent variables included in analyses

M
Variable or % SD % imputed
Individual characteristics
Female 52.38 — 0.00
Race/ethnicity 0.00
White 67.25 —
Black 6.77 —
Hispanic 10.48 —
Native 3.60 —
Multiracial 11.89 —
Grade 0.03
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9th
10th
11th
12th
Educational aspirations
Academic achievement
Residential aspirations
Home state
Another state
Have not thought or decided
Residential stability
Less than 5 years
5-10 years
More than 10 years
Family characteristics
Parental education
Family economic hardship
Intact family
Community characteristics
Isolation
Town, fringe or distant
Town, remote
Rural, fringe or distant

Rural, remote

% of population aged 25 or older with college degrees

Poverty rate
N

27.75
27.36
24.91
19.98
16.75

6.21

35.76
30.12

34.12

17.10
18.61
64.29

13.87
1.80
56.78

7.60
11.66
36.67
44.07
18.25
16.30

2.46
1.61

2.59
0.94

5.77

5.00

7,298

7.77
3.49

0.88

11.59
6.28
0.00

0.00

0.00
0.00

Note. We performed descriptive analyses for each of ten imputed datasets and then averaged the mean and standard deviations by using Rubin’s

rule.
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