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Background/Significance
Given changing labor market demands, identifying methods for improving student postsecondary outcomes has become a priority for schools nationwide. The importance of implementing successful postsecondary preparation interventions is particularly salient in rural districts, where unique community characteristics such as geographic isolation and lower tax bases may exacerbate challenges related to students’ transitions into adulthood (Sepanik et al., 2018). In 2021-22, the National Center for Rural Education Research Networks (NCRERN) partnered with 28 rural districts to evaluate two interventions aimed at improving students’ postsecondary readiness: Student Success Planning (SSP; 17 districts) and Career Exposure (CE; 11 districts).  
In SSP, students engaged in quarterly meetings with staff members to discuss their career and general interests; course planning, including career/technical education and college options; post high school plans; and other items relevant to postsecondary success. For CE, students completed a strengths/career finder assessment, were grouped with students with similar interests, and heard from professionals in various occupations. 
Research Questions
We address the following research questions: 
1. Does being assigned to participate in CE (SSP) impact students' self-reported career readiness or observed GPA?
2. Does being assigned to participate in CE (SSP) impact students' social-emotional skills (grit, school engagement, school learning strategies, optimism, and valuing of school)?
3. Do the effects of being assigned to participate in CE (SSP) vary by student characteristics or district?
Data Sources
We use district administrative data and student surveys for our analyses. District administrative data provides students’ demographics and enrollment status, as well student transcript information, which we use to construct unweighted GPAs. We have grade information for 84% of students in the CE districts and 87% of students in SSP districts. The student survey captures students’ self-perceived career readiness, engagement with school, valuing of school, learning strategies, grit, and optimism. We also create a social-emotional index includes items measuring school engagement, valuing of school, learning strategies, grit, and optimism. We had high survey response rates, roughly 60 percent, with similar response rates for treatment and control students.
Methods
We use multi-site block randomized designs to estimate impacts of both SSP and CE on student outcomes. Randomization occurred within district at the student level, blocked on school and grade. Researchers at NCRERN conducted the randomization; our analytic sample includes all students with valid outcome data who were randomized to either treatment or control within the districts that launched SSP or CE (ITT effects). We first estimate linear models then use Bayesian methods to generate final results (Gelman et al., 2014; Luque & Sosa, 2023). Our primary outcomes are students’ end-of-year GPA and a composite index of students’ self-reported career readiness; we also include exploratory analyses examining social-emotional outcomes and heterogeneity by subgroup. 
Balance was achieved at randomization and was maintained following district attrition and loss of students from the sample due to missing outcome GPA for both the CE and SSP evaluations. Balance is also maintained in the CE evaluation when restricting the sample to students who completed both the baseline and end of year surveys; however, balance is disrupted in the SSP sample when the sample is restricted to students with both surveys (students in the treatment group reported lower levels of career readiness and social emotional outcomes at baseline). Our model includes students’ responses on the baseline survey, but this limitation should be kept in mind in particular when interpreting the SSP survey results. The samples within districts that launched their respective intervention are 2,458 (SSP) and 3,891 (CE). Analytic samples in the SSP evaluation are roughly 1,500 students for survey-based outcomes and 2,200 for administrative outcomes; in the CE evaluation, analytic samples are roughly 2,000 for survey-based outcomes and 3,400 for administrative outcomes. 
Findings
We find no certain average effects of SSP on students’ end of year GPA or self-reported feelings of career readiness. We find small, certain increases in GPA among students of color (0.134 GPA points) as a result of the SSP intervention as well as on career readiness among male students (0.061 SD). We also find suggestively positive impacts of SSP on GPA for previously high achieving students (0.021 points) and on career readiness among students of color (0.041 SD). We also find certain improvements in students’ learning strategies (0.039 SD) and grit (0.061) as a result of SSP, as well as suggestively positive impacts on students’ optimism (0.029 SD) and a summary index of social emotional outcomes (0.023 SD). 
We find no certain impacts of CE on students’ GPA on average or for certain subgroups. We find suggestively positive impacts of CE on students’ feelings of career readiness for all students on average (0.019 SD) and among students receiving free or reduced-price lunch (0.030 SD). We also find certain, positive impacts of CE on students’ career readiness for male students (0.033 SD) and previously high achieving students (0.026 SD). 
Results are contextualized with qualitative data on implementation and district environment. We discuss district actions taken in response to these findings and ongoing efforts to improve students’ postsecondary readiness through the rural research network.  
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