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Background/Significance 
For many students, college enrollment and completion are the gateways to increased wages, economic mobility, and both personal and societal benefits (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013; Hout, 2012). Twelfth grade students in rural high schools enroll in college at lower rates than their peers in suburban and urban settings: 60% of rural 12th grade students in the 2018-19 school year enrolled in college, compared to 66% of students from suburban schools and 61% of students in urban schools (National Student Clearinghouse, 2020). These lower college enrollment rates may have long-term economic consequences for individuals as well as for the vitality of rural communities. 
While college can be a key driver of an individual’s long-term outcomes, it is not the only pathway by which students can achieve the quality of life they desire. Discussions of college readiness and entry should be had within a broader context of the range of pathways available to students after high school, including entering the workforce directly, completing an apprenticeship, or joining the armed services. 
Research on students’ postsecondary transitions typically ignores important spatial variations in opportunities and outcomes. We address that gap here through descriptive analyses of rural students’ postsecondary aspirations and outcomes, drawing on rich administrative, survey, and public institutional data from a network of over 30 rural schools in New York and Ohio. 
Research Questions 
We address the following research questions: 
1. What are rural students’ postsecondary aspirations? How do these aspirations change throughout high school? 
2. What share of rural students enroll in college immediately after graduating high school? What factors predict college enrollment? 
3. At what types of postsecondary institutions do rural students enroll? 
4. Among rural students planning on entering the workforce upon graduation, what labor market outcomes do they anticipate? 
Data Sources 
We draw on data from the postsecondary rural research network in the National Center for Rural Education Research Networks. Through this partnership, we have administrative data from over 30 rural districts in New York and Ohio, including high school transcript information and student characteristics; student survey data from 9th and 12th grade students; and National Student Clearinghouse data. We supplement these restricted use datasets with data from IPEDS and the College Scorecard. Together, these data provide a rich picture of students’ experiences in high school as well as their initial transitions into postsecondary pathways. 
Methods 
We use a variety of descriptive methods, including trend analysis, cross-sectional comparisons, and multivariate models. We focus on 4 cohorts of 9th grade students entering between 2015 and 2018 for our longitudinal analyses through administrative and public use data. Our 12th grade survey data includes students in 12th grade between the 2020-21 and 2022-23 school years. Our 9th grade survey data includes students in 9th grade in the 2021-22 and 2022-23 school years. Survey response rates are roughly 50-60% each year, with higher completion rates among 9th grade students than 12th grade students. 
Findings
Rural students have high aspirations for their educational attainment, although aspirations fall over the course of high school: 69% of 9th grade students and 60% of 12th grade students report wanting to attend college. Among the 12th grade students interested in college, the majority (65%) are interested in attending a 4-year college. Despite these intentions, the observed college enrollment rate in the network has declined slightly over time, from roughly 50% in 2015 to just under 45% in 2020. Among students who do enroll in college, about 60% enroll in community colleges. Only about 30% of an entering 9th grade cohort will enroll in a second year of college. Consistent with prior work, students’ 9th grade academic outcomes are strong predictors of their college outcomes: for example, students with a cumulative 9th grade GPA between 3.0 and 3.5 are roughly twice as likely to persist into a second year of college as students with a GPA between 2.0 and 3.0. 
Our 12th grade survey provides some insights into where students may be deterred from the college pathway. Although 65% of college-interested students wanted to attend a 4-year institution, by the fourth quarter of their senior year only 54% had submitted a college application. About half had completed the FAFSA, and roughly 40% had written a college essay or taken a college admissions test. While these steps may not be required for community colleges or even at all 4-year institutions, these results suggest that rural students need additional support to complete key college-going milestones earlier in order to fulfill their educational aspirations. 
We do not have administrative data on workforce outcomes for students, but our 12th grade survey provides insights into rural students’ anticipated outcomes. Just over half of all students in the rural research network engaged in a job search in their senior year; of those, 52% had submitted a single application and 86% had submitted 3 or fewer applications. Depending on the year, 20-40% of students were not sure they would have a job within 6 months of graduation. Across years, roughly 30% anticipate working more than full time. The share of students anticipating earning less than the living wage for a single adult with no dependents ranges from 15% to 58%, depending on the year and county. 
Conclusion
Our descriptive analyses provide important insights into rural students’ postsecondary transitions and barriers to entry for both college and the workforce. The presentation will provide further insights into these patterns as well as disaggregations across student populations. Implications for policy and practice will be discussed. 
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