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Not Making the Transition to College:
School, Work, and Opportunities in the Lives of Contemporary American Youth

In this paper we analyze the motives for not attending college among a nationally representative
sample of high school sophomores in 2002 who had not enrolled in college by the spring of 2006 (N
= 2,690). We use a latent class modeling approach to identify five classes of non-enrollees: those
who are oriented toward work that does not require a college degree (18.3 percent), those who
cannot afford college and/or need to support their families (27.6 percent), those who face multiple
disadvantages (7.1 percent), those who do not enroll for other reasons (43.5 percent), and those who
join the armed forces (3.5 percent). Adopting a social agency perspective that highlights individual
decision making, we find support for the hypothesis that the motives of these youth are guided by
their orientations toward school, their orientations toward work, the educational context of their
neighborhood, and their local labor market opportunities. We find that in contrast to their peers
who went on to two-year colleges and those who did not go to college for economic reasons, workdriven non-enrollees were more likely as high school students to hold paid jobs and expect to hold a
blue collar job at age 30. These youth do not appear to be constrained by academic or economic
barriers. Economically-constrained non-enrollees, on the other hand, have relatively low
investments in paid work while in high school and expect to hold white collar jobs at age 30, but
face both academic and economic constraints.
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Not Making the Transition to College:
School, Work, and Opportunities in the Lives of Contemporary American Youth
In 2005, individuals holding a bachelor’s degree earned approximately 60 percent more on
average than those with only a high school diploma (National Center for Education Statistics 2007).
Additionally, the Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts that between 2004 and 2014, jobs requiring a
bachelor’s degree will increase by 19 percent and will account for 54 percent of all new jobs created
during that period (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2006). From a rational actor perspective, the
financial pay-off alone should induce a near universal drive to attend college (Beattie 2002; Morgan
2005). It is no surprise then that enrolling in college has become the modal experience for high
school graduates in the United States over recent decades. Currently, about 15 million youths are
enrolled, up from 12 million in 1990 (National Center for Education Statistics 2007), with about 60
percent immediately enrolling in college following high school (Bozick and Lauff 2007). Some
have expressed concern that the high economic value placed on postsecondary degrees along with
the expansion of nonselective schools has created a “college for all” ethos whereby poorly prepared
students are encouraged to at least “try college” regardless of objectively low probabilities of degree
completion (Rosenbaum 2001; Schneider and Stevenson 1999).
Despite the economic incentives and the pervasive “college for all” mentality, not all youth
attend college. In general, research in the educational attainment literature assumes that such youth
cannot attend college because of financial constraints or low academic preparation, barriers that are
often grounded in socioeconomic origins. However, some young people choose not to attend
college because they have other plans, namely working right after high school, pursuing a career
that does not require college, or joining the military. At present, we know very little about the
decision-making processes of these young people, how many there are, and how their previous
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experiences and social contexts affect their decisions. Given the increasing importance of acquiring
a postsecondary degree in the current economy, as well as the growth in postsecondary
opportunities, why do some youth decide not to further their education beyond high school? How
do youth account for their decisions about higher education as they navigate the transition out of
high school? Taking into consideration the contingencies with which youth grapple – how they
view education and work in the course of their lives and the local contexts within which they make
postsecondary decisions – is fundamental in gaining a more complete understanding of how
development across different stages of schooling is implicated in the reproduction of socioeconomic
inequality.
Understanding the development of educational trajectories also has practical significance.
Historically, high schools have served to prepare youth for the transition to adulthood, whether by
providing vocational education for the work bound or college preparatory courses for those
planning on pursuing higher education (Bills 2008). However, with the ever increasing focus on
college attendance, high schools have been favoring preparation for postsecondary education at the
expense of career training and other options. If we find that not all students want to attend college
and that many students plan to transition from high school directly into work, we might want to
consider whether our current high school programs can adequately respond to the aspirations of
these adolescents.
In this paper, we examine the motivations and orientations of a sample of non-college-bound
youth, which to our knowledge has not been possible using national-level data until now. As a
point of departure, we revisit the assumptions that underpin most quantitative analyses of
educational transitions within American sociology, and then discuss how these limit our
understanding of educational attainment from the vantage point of the individual. We then analyze
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a data set containing a unique set of questions that directly asks non-enrollees their reasons for not
attending college. Using a latent class modeling approach, we identify different types of nonenrollees or “classes” based on the patterning of their reasons. Working from an agentic
perspective of life course transitions, we then examine how their orientations toward school, their
orientations toward work, their neighborhoods, and their local labor markets shape membership into
these different classes. We conclude with a discussion of how different dimensions of youth
development and social context produce heterogeneity in the decision-making processes of youth,
questioning traditional sociological models of educational attainment.

Background and Theoretical Motivation
College enrollment as a social phenomenon is typically examined from a stratification
perspective within American sociology, in large part because of the role of education in transmitting
status across generations. This approach generally depicts a structural system of attainment
whereby the progression of youth through school is largely shaped by their social origins. This
perspective is supported by a wealth of studies that use longitudinal data to quantify the relationship
between family background and educational attainment as a means to evaluate the extent of social
mobility. Interpretations of the results of these analyses assume that one’s ascribed position in the
social structure influences their probability of educational attainment in the form of high school
completion, college enrollment, college completion, etc., with the strong, persistent effect of family
background (i.e. socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, etc.) as support. Though not always made
explicit, the influence of this approach is evident in a large body of contemporary research in the
sociology of education (see for example Breen and Jonsson 2000), demography (see for example
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Astone and McLanahan 1994), economics (see for example Haveman, Wolfe, and Spaulding 1991;
Kane and Rouse 1995), and higher education (see for example Perna and Titus 2005).
In addition to a structural focus, implicit in most of this research is that everyone prima
facie wants a college degree, and that those who do not attain one are thwarted by low academic
preparation, limited economic resources, or both. All youth are assumed to hold the same life goals,
with academic and economic “deficits” as the central obstacles hindering their success. This tacit
assumption imposes a homogenous accounting of attainment processes without considering the
variety of ways youth perceive and respond to their resources as well as the immediate opportunities
available to them.
Not all youth like school, nor do all youth want to become doctors and lawyers; many aspire
to jobs that do not require a college education, such as a construction worker, a beautician, or an
electrician. If these occupational orientations crystallize at an early age, those planning on working
in such industries may disengage from their studies and instead devote their energies toward paid
work – particularly if the jobs they hold while teenagers give them an advantage when entering the
work force full-time upon graduating from high school. Though social structure no doubt shapes
the resources at their disposal and the contexts to which they are exposed, these youth may also
consciously forge pathways that are in line with how they envision their “future selves” (Mortimer
2003). In other words, non-college bound youth in some cases may act as active social agents
plotting out a course for their future that does not require postsecondary training.
To accommodate these youth and their varied future orientations, sociologists have long
used measures of educational expectations to predict educational destinations, with the rationale that
youth are socialized toward different life pathways as a function of their social origins. Though
their explanatory power is salient, educational expectations are crude in what they reveal about
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youth’s decision-making processes, let alone the motives that drive them. Further, as more youth
hold unrealistic expectations regarding their chances of attending and completing college
(Rosenbaum 2001), the predictive efficacy of educational expectations has been on the decline over
the past few decades (Reynolds, Stewart, Donald, and Sischo 2006).
These interpretations accord with larger discussions of the role of structure and agency that
have long dominated sociological theory. Quantitative analyses of educational attainment,
particularly within the sociology of education, have provided substantial evidence supporting
structural perspectives. In these studies, which typically employ large scale, national data sets (that
lack explicit measures of motives and decision making) and use regression-based techniques (that
detect aggregate patterns), the role of youth as social agents is less visible.1 As a consequence, the
individual-level decisions and processes that generate patterns of educational attainment are often
assumed to be completely measured by educational expectations (at best) or omitted (at worst). In a
recent revisiting of their earlier seminal work, Bowles and Gintis (2002) highlight this limitation
and note that their version of social reproduction (the correspondence principle) presented a
somewhat limited account of individual motivation by assuming that individuals were passive
recipients of socialization rather than “active participants in the process” (p. 12). In other words,
youth are not just passive receptacles of social structure, but purposeful actors who grapple with the
reality of their lived experience when making choices about schooling (see Fordham and Ogbu
1986; Giroux 1983; MacLeod 1987; Willis 1977).
In this paper, we argue that the emphasis on structural interpretations that accompany
traditional regression-based models of educational transitions and the assumption of universal
aspirations for education that underlie these models skew interpretations of the processes that

1

This is not to suggest that researchers who analyze large data sets reject agency, but rather they typically lack
measures of the decision-making processes that comprise the underpinnings of the concept.
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underlie educational transitions. The former allows no room for understanding how schooling
decisions are viewed and negotiated at the individual level, while the latter imposes a monolithic
value system on individuals that may not hold across the board. As a result, most research in this
tradition depicts the educational behavior of individuals as pre-determined, omitting a serious
consideration of agency as key component in the micro-processes that generate stratified status
positions in adulthood.
The present study attempts to move beyond the heavy structural focus and universal
assumption of college aspirations by using data that describe individuals’ motives behind their
educational decisions. In doing so, we hope to illuminate heterogeneity in the negotiation of key
schooling transitions from the perspective of the individual. We operate from a life course
definition of agency, which emphasizes the individual as a decision maker, or “social agent” that
acts in response to “differential orientations toward the present and the future” (Hitlin and Elder
2007). In their discussion of the role of the social agent, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) contend:
“Actors… continuously engage patterns and repertoires from the past, project hypothetical
pathways forward in time, and adjust their actions to the exigencies of emerging situations.” We
use this life course agentic framework to organize our analysis of non-college bound youth.
Youth approach the end of high school with a history of experiences inside and outside of
the classroom. These experiences inform their thinking about further educational prospects and
their ability to succeed. In their definition of agency using a life course framework, Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) emphasize “the temporally constructed engagement of actors of different structural
environments” (emphasis added). We focus on two structural aspects of youth’s environments:
their neighborhood context and their labor market contexts. Youth are situated within different
neighborhood and labor market contexts, which send signals about what is expected of them as well
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as the types of opportunities available to them (Galster and Killen 1995). Drawing upon different
strands of research within the sociology of education, we assess youth’s orientations toward both
school and work as they develop before the end of high school (e.g. “patterns and repertoires from
the past”) alongside the norm of college attendance in their neighborhoods and the labor market
opportunities they face toward the end of high school (e.g. “exigencies of emerging situations”) as a
means to understand why some youth decide not to enroll in college.

Orientations Toward School
The developmental perspective within the sociology of education maintains that youth’s
experiences accrue across the course of schooling and that the accumulation of these experiences
bears heavily on their educational attainment (Finn 1989). As early as first grade, youth receive
signals about their abilities to succeed – through grades, test scores, and daily feedback from their
teachers and their peers (Alexander, Entwisle, and Kabbani 2001). This process crystallizes as
students progress through school – e.g. low achievers are often held back a grade and placed into
remedial courses and/or ability groups during elementary school and middle school. The signals
they receive about their ability and their potential to succeed threatens their sense of self and their
motivation to work hard and as a result, they find school to be a “punishing place” (Alexander,
Entwisle, and Kabbani 2001). Once students arrive at high school, they often have a welldeveloped sense of their position in the schooling hierarchy.
Research on high school dropouts links these cumulative experiences with decisions to leave
school: those with a history of academic difficulty are likely to find little reward in high school and
therefore drop out (e.g., Finn 1989). From this perspective, decisions about continuation in
schooling are the result of a process that emerges over time, whereby students who succeed in the
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classroom develop positive orientations toward education, invest in their studies, and likely
continue on to college after finishing high school.

Orientations Toward Work
A corollary of the developmental perspective on the dropping out process is that poor
performing students eventually view education as less relevant for their futures, and consequently
they disinvest in their studies. To compensate for their educational shortcomings they might pursue
other courses of action, such as employment, as a source of fulfillment and achievement. Knowing
that “college isn’t for them,” these youth enter the workforce to gain practical experience to
enhance their labor market prospects when they finish high school (Newman, 1999; Entwisle,
Alexander, and Olson 2000; Mortimer 2003).
In a standard regression model predicting postsecondary enrollment, coefficients associated
with measures of academic performance are interpreted in terms of deficits – those with low test
scores or poor grades do not go to college because they lack the wherewithal. Obscured, however,
is how youth view their occupational futures and how they have invested in paid work. As
mentioned earlier, many youth do not aspire to jobs that require a college education, and as such,
working hard in school has little pay-off. Having let go of bachelor’s degree aspirations much
earlier in their schooling careers, they may instead take active steps toward preparing for a future
that does not require college. Hidden behind what appears statistically as “academic deficits” might
in fact be an exercise of personal agency on the part of youths who are not college bound. Without
information on the motives of the student, however, it is difficult to identify how much of this
decision is driven by a lack of academic and financial resources (as implied in typical quantitative
models in the structural tradition), or by a desire to work.
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Neighborhood Educational Context
We focus on two structural aspects of youth’s environments, their neighborhood educational
context and their immediate labor market opportunities. Motivations to attend college or to enter
the workforce are likely different for a middle class student living in suburban Vermont than they
are for a working class student living in inner-city Cleveland. If youth are “adjust(ing) their actions
to the exigencies of emerging situations,” we would expect that their immediate experiences within
their neighborhoods would give students a sense of their postsecondary possibilities. It is within
youths’ neighborhoods where they acquire information about the efficacy and importance of
schooling, constituting a social context that bears heavily on youth’s future outlook (Galster and
Killen 1995; Wilson 1987; MacLeod 1987). Through their ongoing interactions with their peers
and neighbors, youth become aware of their objective chances of meeting their postsecondary goals.
If youth, for example, see a substantial portion of their older peers make a successful transition to
work (instead of college), they might see higher education as less relevant for their own career
goals, and consequently, consider avenues other than college (Willis 1977; Bishop 1993).

Labor Market Context
Youth’s decisions, particularly those of low-income youth, are constrained by local labor
market opportunities (Bozick 2009). Past research on the relationship between economic conditions
and school enrollment suggests that when labor market prospects are unfavorable, youth stay or
enroll in school – this is termed the “warehouse hypothesis” (Bozick 2009; Shanahan, Elder, &
Miech 1997). If youth encounter a labor market that affords little opportunity for those with only a
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high school diploma, their likelihood of enrolling and persisting in college is greater than in a labor
market rich in jobs for those with only a high school degree.
While aggregate statistics point to an economy that on the whole increasingly requires a
college-educated labor force, not every job requires a bachelor’s degree and not every local labor
market is dominated by technical labor. For example, the Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts that
between 2004 and 2014, jobs requiring only a high school degree will increase by 10 percent and
will account for more than a third of all new jobs created during that period (Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2006). The growth and accessibility of these jobs varies greatly across geographic
contexts. If youth react to these conditions, as posited in the warehouse hypothesis, then youths
who reside in areas with labor markets that are favorable to high school graduates will likely forgo
college because they see employment as a viable option.

Research Questions and Theoretical Direction
In this analysis, we answer two specific research questions:
1.

What reasons do high school graduates give for not attending college?

2.

To what extent do their reasons align with their orientations toward school, their
orientations toward work, their neighborhood educational context, and the context of
their local labor market?

To answer these questions, we apply a life course framework that considers individuals’
“differential orientations toward the present and the future” (Hitlin and Elder 2007) as key in
shaping individual’s decisions during key transitions in their educational careers. Figure 1 depicts
this approach in assessing the decision to not attend college.
[Figure 1 about here]
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The life course perspective on agency, as delineated by Emirbayer and Mische (1998), Hitlin
and Elder (2007), Shanahan and Elder (2002), and others, involves a temporal model whereby
action in the present is informed by both experiences in the past and ideas about the future. During
the transition out of high school youth are confronted with a range of choices, most notably college
and work. These are encircled with a dotted oval as they represent a distant reality that has not yet
been determined. We include a dotted oval containing a question mark representing the range of
available postsecondary options in addition to college and work – i.e. the military, parenthood,
travel, volunteer work, etc. All three of these ovals represent “project[ed] hypothetical pathways
forward in time” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998). In this study, we focus only on school and work, as
they are the most salient future pathways for contemporary American youth. These hypothetical
pathways, or imagined “future selves” shape youths’ orientations toward school and work
throughout the course of their schooling, with future selves that value white-collar work (or bluecollar work) and college education (or steady employment) leading toward a strong investment in
school (or paid work). These orientations strengthen over time as youth receive additional
information from their present experiences. When youth graduate from high school, their decisions
are guided by these cumulatively-developed orientations or “patterns and repertoires from the past”
(Emirbayer and Mische 1998).
A core tenet in the sociology of the life course is that agency is constrained by changing
historical conditions: “People make long-term plans about the direction and pace of their lives, but
changing circumstances may interfere with these plans” (Shanahan and Elder 2002; emphasis
added). For example, a young adult with a strong orientation toward blue work and substantial
work experience may instead see their friends applying to college and/or shrinking job opportunities
for those without some college experience and decide instead to at least give college a shot. In
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other words, the influence of these accumulated experiences and orientations are contingent on
current circumstances, or in the language of Emirbayer and Mische (1998), “the exigencies of
emerging situations.”
In people’s everyday lives, this reflexive process is thought to happen continually as
different experiences, challenges, and situations emerge. With such a fluid process, it is nearly
impossible to measure and evaluate the different dimensions as they temporally occur and evolve
over time. Therefore, we impose a simplistic division of the past, present, and future (as depicted in
Figure 1) onto a longitudinal data set to approximate and quantify the effects of orientations toward
school and work (developed through projections into the future and previous experiences), the
neighborhood educational context, and labor market context (that provide the present day
parameters for “what is possible”), on postsecondary decision making.
Most research on the transition from high school to college looks simply at the outcome of
the decision-making process: to enroll or not to enroll. We share the concern expressed by Hitlin
and Elder (2007) that “the more removed a discussion about humans is from actual human
experience, the more slippery the idea of agency becomes.” Knowing only that youth decided
against attending college does not reveal the motivations underlying that decision – i.e. the
individual volition that guided the action. To look more closely at the motivations behind these
decisions, we examine a unique set of questions asked of non-enrollees about the reasons they
decided against college. Though we would ideally like to know these reasons at the moment of the
decision (high school graduation as shown in Figure 1), we are constrained by the temporal and
logistical challenges of longitudinal data collection and hence, these reasons are measured
approximately two years after these decisions were made.2

2

Using a strict, temporal definition of agency, it is nearly impossible to study decision-making at the moment it happens
because this critical moment immediately becomes the past, which informs decisions in the “ever-passing present.” A
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Data
To answer our research questions, we use data from the Education Longitudinal Study of
2002 (ELS:2002), a cohort study conducted by RTI International for the National Center for
Education Statistics. ELS:2002 tracks the educational and developmental experiences of a
nationally representative sample of 15,360 students who were first interviewed about their school
and home experiences when they were 10th-graders in 2002.3 In the spring of 2004, when most
were seniors, 14,710 of the originally selected sample members participated in the first follow-up
interview in which they were reinterviewed about their educational experiences and their plans for
the future. These students were then followed up in 2006 for the second follow-up interview, when
most sample members were out of high school for approximately two years. Additionally,
transcripts were collected for sample members in 2004-05.
From the full data set, we extract two analytic samples to answer our research questions.
For the first question, we are interested in only those who did not attend college. These sample
members had to meet the following criteria: (1) they participated in the base-year and second
follow-up interview; and (2) they were classified as not enrolling in college according to the
information provided in the second follow-up interview. In the data, 2,690 sample members meet
these criteria. For the second question, we maintain the first criterion, but include those who
enrolled in college as well as those who did not enroll in college according to the information they

life course framework, which is concerned with long-term patterns of behavior often situated around key transitions and
turning points, obviates (to some extent) the methodological requirement that the key decision-making moment be
observed directly in real-time. Hitlin and Elder (2007) note that “[agency] is exercised when individuals act in line with
a distal, future time horizon and points to a conglomeration of decisions and events that often only get linked together in
hindsight” (emphasis added). Restricted to the data and methodological approaches currently available to us, we
approach the study of postsecondary transitions by examining individual motives and decisions reported in hindsight.
3
The sample sizes are approximate because restricted-use data are used. In accordance with NCES standards, exact
sample sizes from restricted-use data files cannot be published unless the data are perturbed in some way. The
perturbation approach taken here was to round the exact sample sizes of cells to 10s.
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provided in the second follow-up interview. In the data, 13,060 sample members meet these
criteria.
The ELS:2002 sample is drawn using a stratified cluster design, in which students are nested
in schools (the primary sampling unit) and schools are nested within strata. Because this sampling
approach violates the assumption of independent observations, we used survey (svy) commands in
STATA which use Taylor-series linearization methods to produce correct standard errors for
samples that were drawn using a stratified cluster design (StatCorp 2005). All point estimates are
weighted so that the results presented here generalize to students who were sophomores in the
spring of 2002.

Measures
Academic and financial barriers are included to capture the factors typically attributed to failed
transitions in most empirical models of educational attainment. Lacking the academic preparation
to handle college coursework and the financial resources to shoulder the costs of higher education,
many disadvantaged youth fail to make the transition to college. To measure academic preparation
we include math achievement scores and to measure financial resources we include family income.4
Math achievement scores are a continuous, standardized variable with a mean of 0 and a standard
deviation of 10 based upon a math assessment administered alongside the base-year survey in the
10th grade. Family income is based on parent reported income for the year 2001.5 We use quartiles

4

There is a range of variables we could have chosen to measures these two constructs. We settled on math achievement
(to measure academic barriers) and family income (to measure financial barriers) for two reasons. First, we aimed for
parsimony given the large number of comparisons that would be made in the analyses. Second, special efforts were
undertaken by RTI International in developing the study to ensure that these two variables had solid measurement
properties (see Ingels, Pratt, Rogers, Siegel, and Stutts 2004 for detailed methodological information on base-year data
collection and variable construction).
5
Unlike test scores, which were designed to be a continuous variable, family income was collected using precategorized ranges (e.g. $1,001 – $5,000; $5,001 – $10,000; etc.). Therefore, there is not a true continuous variable
analogous to math test scores to measure financial barriers.
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to divide the distribution into a series of four binary variables to facilitate straightforward
comparisons between high- and low-income students: Income Q1 (low), Income Q2, Income Q3,
and Income Q4 (high). Those in Q1, the lowest income quartile, serve as the reference category in
all multivariate analyses.

Orientations toward school are measured by two variables: students’ educational expectations and
their belief in the importance of education. The first is the classic variable used to measure future
educational beliefs in models of status attainment. The second represents youth’s views of
schooling in relation to their expected jobs. Educational expectations are based on a question that
asked sophomores “How far in school do you expect to get?” We created a series of binary
variables to correspond to their responses: high school or less, some college, four-year degree, and
don’t know.6 High school or less serves as the reference category in our multivariate analyses. The
second measure is based on a question that asked sophomores “How much do you agree or disagree
with the following statement? I go to school because education is important for getting a job later
on” with the following response options: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree.
Due to very few students responding strongly disagree, we combined those students with those who
responded disagree into a single category we refer to simply as “disagree” for ease of expression.
We created three binary variables corresponding to these response options with strongly agree
serving as the reference category in our multivariate analyses.

6

Levels of expectations were based upon a set of response options. Less than high school includes ‘less than high
school graduation’ and ‘high school graduation or GED only.’ Some college includes ‘attend or complete at two-year
college’ and ‘attend college, four-year degree incomplete.’ Four-year degree includes ‘graduate from college,’
‘obtain master’s degree or equivalent,’ and ‘Ph.D., M.D., or other professional degree.’
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Orientations toward work are measured by two variables: employment in the 10th grade and the
type of occupation the respondent expected to have at age 30. The former indicates a behavioral
investment in paid work while the latter indicates an affective investment in paid work.
Employment in the 10th grade indicates average weekly number of hours worked during the school
year. From students’ responses, we created three binary variables: did not work, low intensity
work, and high intensity work. Low intensity work indicates the student worked on average 20
hours a week or less, while high intensity work indicates the student worked on average more than
20 hours a week. In our multivariate analyses, students who did not work in the 10th grade serve as
the reference category. Occupational expectations are measured by classifying the types of jobs
youth expected to have at age 30, as reported when they were in the 10th grade: white-collar jobs,
blue-collar jobs, other jobs, and don’t know. 7 These responses were converted into binary
indicators, with white-collar jobs serving as the reference category in our multivariate analyses.

Neighborhood educational context is measured by a continuous variable indicating the ratio of 1824 year olds in the student’s neighborhood who are enrolled in school to 18-24 year olds in the
student’s neighborhood who are not enrolled in school.8 This measure was constructed by
appending information from the 2000 Census to ELS:2002 using geocodes to determine students’
residential zipcode in 2004.9 We use zipcodes as a proxy for neighborhoods. A ratio of 1 indicates

7

White- and blue-collar distinctions were based on a set of job category options. Blue-collar occupations include
clerical, craftsperson, farmer, homemaker, laborer, operative, protective service, service, and technical. White-collar
occupations include professional jobs and school teachers.
8
In preliminary analyses, we included a high school context measure of how many youth from the previous years’
graduating class (the class of 2002-03) entered the labor force (including the military) as reported by the principal.
Despite predictions from previous research suggesting the importance of high school habitus (e.g. McDonough 1997),
the high school context measure did not significantly distinguish the different classes of nonenrollees.
9
There are three zipcodes available: the student’s residential zipcode in 2004, the student’s residential zipcode in 2002,
and the zipcode of the student’s school in 2002. We used the residential zipcode in 2004 since it geographically locates
students at the end of their senior year of high school when they are making postsecondary decisions. If this was
missing, we then used either their residential or school zipcode in 2002, with preference given to the former. 90.2
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that in the student’s zipcode, there are equal numbers of 18-24 year olds who are enrolled in school
and not enrolled in school. Values greater than 1 indicates that there are more 18-24 year olds
enrolled in school than not enrolled. Conversely, values less than 1 indicates that there are fewer
18-24 year olds enrolled in school than not enrolled in school. For ease of expression, we refer to
this measure as the educational context ratio. Higher values indicate that young adults in the
student’s neighborhood has a stronger orientation toward schooling and lower values indicate the
student’s neighborhood has a weaker orientation toward schooling. For our sample of youths who
did not attend college, this ratio ranges from .08 to 8.70, with an average ratio of .70.

Labor market context is measured by a continuous variable indicating the educational requirements
of the local labor market. This was constructed using information from the Occupational
Projections and Training Data (OPTD), which classifies occupations according to their educational
requirements as reflected in educational attainment data from the Current Population Survey at the
national, state, and metropolitan area level. Using the distribution of occupations at the
metropolitan area level in May 2004, we calculated the percentage of workers employed in jobs that
required a bachelor’s degree. Approximately 27 percent of the analytic sample did not live in a
metropolitan area. For those students, we calculated the educational requirements at the state level
and included a control in all multivariate models indicating whether this information was taken
from the metropolitan area level or the state level. Because of the differences in geographic level,
we use the general term “region” when interpreting the results. For our sample of youths who did
not attend college, on average 9.9 percent of workers in the region were employed in jobs that
required a bachelor’s degree. This measure ranges from 1.4 percent to 17.8 percent.
percent of zipcodes were taken from students’ residence in 2004, 8.7 percent of zipcodes were taken from students’
residence in 2002, and 1.1 percent of zipcodes were taken from students’ high schools in 2002.
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Demographic characteristics in our analysis are used simply as controls. These include sex,
race/ethnicity, and parental education. Sex is a binary variable coded ‘1’ if the student is male and
‘0’ if the student is female. Race/ethnicity is represented by a series of binary variables:
Asian/Pacific Islander, Black, Hispanic, White, and Other. White students serve as the reference
category in all multivariate analyses. Parental education is the highest level of education by either
the father or the mother and is represented by a series of binary variables: high school diploma or
less, some college, a bachelor’s degree, and a graduate/professional degree. Those whose parents’
highest level of education was a high school diploma or less serve as the reference category in all
multivariate analyses.

Missing data

Due to item nonresponse on different components of the survey, not all sample

members have complete information on the independent variables. To preserve the variancecovariance structure of the analytic sample, we use the ice (imputation by chained equations)
multiple imputation scheme available in STATA. This procedure generates five data sets where
missing information is imputed by regressing each variable with missing data on all observed
variables with random error added to every imputed value to maintain natural variability. The
estimates and their accompanying standard errors are produced using the micombine command in
STATA which averages over the five data sets. Using dummy variable indicators, multivariate
analyses control for whether the data point for a given case was observed or imputed.

Analysis
Identifying Why Youth Do Not Make the Transition to College
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In the second follow-up interview, when sample members were approximately two years of
high school, those who did not enroll in college were asked: “Which of the following are reasons
why you have not continued your education after high school?” Sample members were asked to
check any of 12 possible responses that might apply. They were also given the option of checking
“other” and then writing in a reason.10 The distribution of these responses ordered from most
frequently given to least frequently given is shown in table 1. The most common reasons that youth
give for not attending college involves employment and finances: 50.7 percent said they would
rather work and make money and 49.4 percent said that they could not afford to attend college.
Reflecting the value of education as a vehicle for social mobility in American society, it is not
surprising that very few reported that they opted out of going to college because they did not feel
that it was important (6.9 percent). Though poor academic performance is often cited as one of the
key reasons precluding postsecondary enrollment and no doubt limits youth’s postsecondary
opportunities, few non-enrollees reported that their grades or test scores were too low (14.6 percent)
or that they could not get into their preferred college (6.8 percent).
[Table 1 about here]
Since respondents could check all that apply (rather than a forced choice), we are able to
utilize all of their responses to identify patterning in the motives that drive this decision. To do so,
we use latent class analysis, which identifies groups or “latent classes” based on the distribution of
their responses to the 13 reason checklist. This technique is akin to factor analysis when the
variables of interest are categorical. Because of its unique status as a clearly defined transition,
apart from college or the labor force, we do not use the response to the military option in the latent

10

RTI analyzed these written in responses and classified those that were given frequently. The one response given most
often was “pregnancy/childcare/marriage.” Because of its important role during the transition to adulthood and because
of its prevalence in the data, we classified these responses as their own category apart from other.
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class analysis and instead maintain those in the military as their own unique class. To identify the
other classes, we estimated the following model:

The capital letters A through L represent the observed 12 reasons for not going to college. With
that layout, P(y) is the probability of responses for the 12 observed variables; πt is the proportion in
latent class t; Pa|t is the probability of response a to observed variable A, Pb|t is the probability of
response b to observed variable B, … Pl|t is the probability of response l to observed variable L, all
conditional on membership in latent class X = t. When this approach is exploratory with no
predefined sense of the number of classes (as is the case here), the model is repeatedly estimated to
obtain the best fit to the data (i.e. a two class model where T = 2, a three class model where T = 3,
etc.). Using Raftery’s (1995) Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), we determined that a threeclass model was the best fit to the data.11
Analogous to creating factor scores from a factor analysis, we used the three-class model to
estimate three latent class probability scores. These scores indicate the probability that the
individual belongs to latent class X = t based on their responses to the 12 observed responses. We
assigned individuals to one of the three classes based on whichever of the three scores is highest.
For example, if the probability that the sample member belonged to classes I, II, and II was .31, .04,
and .58, respectively, they would be assigned to class III. To ensure that the classes were comprised
of individuals who best reflect the properties of the latent class, we removed cases from their
assigned class if their probability of membership was less than .75 and assigned them to a fourth

11

Since gender norms and inequalities pervade the institutions of the education system, the economy, and the family,
we presumed that the motivations underlying this transition might be different for men and women. As such, we
estimated the model for females and males separately. Both yielded a three-class model where the properties of the
classes were similar. Therefore, we combine them and do not explicitly consider gender as a determinant of class
membership.
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“residual” class.12 Therefore, in the aforementioned example, the individual only had .58 chance of
belonging in class III would have been reassigned to the residual category. In total, we ended up
with five classes: the three determined by the model, the residual “other” category, and military
members who were excluded from the model by design.
[Table 2 about here]
Table 2 shows the distribution of responses by the five classes. Class 1 is defined
predominantly by their orientation toward the labor force: 96.6 percent of this class reported that
they did not go to college because they have a good job and 91.7 percent would rather work than
make money. A substantial minority (37.8 percent) reported that their career would not require
further education. There is almost no evidence of economic constraint in this group as only 7.6
percent could not afford college, by far the lowest percentage among the five classes. None of these
youth reported that their grades or test scores were not high enough and only 2.2 percent reported
that they could not get into the school they wanted to attend. Therefore, a simple structural
accounting focusing wholly on academic and economic resources does not accurately depict the
postsecondary motives of these youth, which comprise 18.3 percent of those forgoing college.
Given their motivation for work, with little evidence of academic or economic constraint, we
consider Class 1 youth to be “work-driven non-enrollees.”
At 27.6 percent, those in Class 2 comprise the largest identifiable group of non-enrollees.
The modal reason given by these youth is the affordability of college: nearly 84.3 percent said that
they could not afford to attend college. Also reflecting financial issues, the second most frequent
reason given by this class is that they needed to help support their family (47.0 percent). Compared

12

To our knowledge, there is not a well-defined method for assigning class membership beyond ranking the different
probability scores for each individual. In preliminary analyses, we used different thresholds above .75, and for the most
part our overall findings remain consistent. When using thresholds lower than .75, the group composition becomes
considerably more heterogeneous and the distinctions among classes become less clear.
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with the other groups, very few reported not liking school (2.4 percent) and less than one percent
felt that going to school was unimportant – the lowest entries for both of those reasons across all
groups. Moreover, work does not appear to be the driving motivation for these youth: only 11.1
percent of those in Class 2 reported they would rather work and make money and only 4.6 percent
reporting that they had a good job. Taken together, these youth seem deterred predominantly by
finances, and as such, we consider them “economically-constrained non-enrollees.”
Like Class 1, the majority of those in Class 3 attribute their choice to wanting to make
money rather than go to school (93.2 percent). However, unlike Class 1, these youth also identify
financial and academic hurdles: 69.3 percent said they could not afford college and 80.9 percent
reported that their grades and/or admission test scores were not high enough. Moreover, while
disliking school was not particularly common in the full sample (14.4 percent), nearly 70 percent of
those in Class 3 did so. Their considerations span both academic and economic motives and thus,
we designate Class 3 youth “multiple disadvantage non-enrollees,” who make up only 7.1 percent
of the sample.
Reflecting their weak probability of membership in any of the classes defined by the model,
those in Class 4, the “other” category” report a range of reasons for their decisions, with a desire to
work and make money and affordability being the predominant motives with 53.4 percent and 43.5
percent reporting, respectively. By design, all of those in Class 5 report military service as a reason
for not attending college, followed up by having a good job (37.8 percent). Though interesting in
their own right (the heterogeneity of reasons within Class 4 and Class 5 and the decision to enlist
during a time of war for Class 6), we focus most of our analytical attention on work-driven nonenrollees and economically-constrained non-enrollees as they are our largest, most substantively
identifiable groups.

25
As outlined in Figure 1, we posit that orientations toward school, orientations toward work,
the neighborhood education context, and the labor market context shape the contours of the
postsecondary transition. With this as our framework, we use both descriptive statistics and
multivariate regression to examine the extent to which these predictors differentiate classes of youth
who forgo college for varying reasons. In Table 3 we show the means of our key measures and
demographic control variables across all five classes of non-enrollees, as well as their peers who
enrolled in four-year and two-year colleges for comparative purposes.
[Table 3 about here]
As expected, work-driven youth express both a weak orientation toward school when they
are in the 10th grade. With the exception of non-enrollees facing multiple disadvantages, workdriven youth have the lowest expectations for future education and the weakest beliefs in the
importance of education for future job prospects. Conversely, of all the groups, work-driven nonenrollees expressed the strongest orientation toward work in the 10th grade: 66.6 percent of workdriven youth worked while sophomores (at either a low or high intensity) and 26.1 percent held
blue-collar career aspirations. This accords with the developmental perspective which contends that
youth who view education as less relevant to their futures will disinvest in school and turn their
attention to paid work. This class of non-enrollees is overwhelming male (72.6 percent) and White
(67.4 percent).
Youth who attribute their non-enrollment to economic reasons do in fact come from families
with limited financial resources. Almost all of these youth (91.5 percent) are from families in the
lowest two income quartiles. They expressed a moderate orientation toward school, with half
expecting a four-year college degree and 56.8 percent expressing a very strong belief in the
importance of school for getting a job. Economically constrained non-enrollees had the weakest
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orientation toward paid work. Compared with the other classes of non-enrollees, economically
constrained youth were the least likely to have worked during the 12th grade (46.2 percent), and
least likely to have aspired to a blue-collar job (16.0 percent). Economically-constrained nonenrollees are one of only two groups (the other being non-enrollees facing multiple disadvantages)
that are predominantly non-White (52.5 percent).
Youth reporting multiple disadvantages as reasons for not making the transition to college
evidence signs of multiple disadvantages in the 10th grade. They fit the traditional profile of youth
deterred by academic and financial barriers. Of all groups, youth facing multiple disadvantages
have the lowest math achievement scores and are the most heavily concentrated in the lowest family
income quartile. Though the contextual variables do little to differentiate among the groups in a
bivariate context, these youth live in areas with the lowest educational context ratio – suggesting
they see few of their older peers and siblings go on to college, thus having fewer supports for
postsecondary planning. Further, of all the groups, youth facing multiple disadvantages have the
least educated parents: nearly half had parents with only a high school diploma or less.
Given the heterogeneity in their reasons for not enrolling, those classified as “other” – the
largest group of non-enrollees – are not distinctively different from the other classes. On the other
hand, military enlistees – the smallest group of non-enrollees – evidence a few patterns of note.
Among non-enrollees, these youth had the highest math test scores. With the ASVAB (the basic
entrance examination used by the military) serving as a gateway to this specialized career, it is not
too surprising to see higher test scores among these youth. Military enlistees came from the most
affluent families in the non-enrolled sample, with 25.7 percent concentrated in the top two family
income quartiles. Moreover, only 18.3 percent of military enlistees expressed uncertainty when
asked about their occupational aspirations at age 30 – by far the lowest entry among non-enrollees
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and enrollees alike. Though comprising only a small proportion of non-enrollees, these findings
highlight a distinct subset of youth who are not impeded by academic or financial barriers, but
instead have very clear visions of postsecondary careers that do not require college.

Motivated to Work or Economically Constrained?
Lastly, we focus in on the factors that distinguish work-driven non-enrollees and
economically-constrained youth apart from one another, as well as their peers who enrolled in
college. We pay special attention to comparisons with those who enrolled in two-year colleges, as
these institutions are the most likely postsecondary alternative for non-enrollees. We estimated
multinomial logistic regression models predicting seven postsecondary destinations (two types of
postsecondary institutions and five classes of non-enrollees) as a function of academic and financial
barriers, orientations toward school, orientations toward work, the neighborhood educational
context, the labor market context, demographic control variables, and the missing data indicators.13
We then converted the coefficients into relative odds ratios (eβ) for ease of interpretation. Due to
the large number of parameter estimates (25 independent variable parameters * six contrasts with
the base category = 150 parameter estimates), we show only the comparisons among work-driven
youth, economically-constrained youth, four-year enrollees, and two-year enrollees. All other
relative odds ratios for the contrasts not shown are available from the authors upon request.
[Table 4 about here]

13

We conducted a series of Wald tests to assess whether the seven destination categories were distinguishable from one
another based on the set of predictor variables. All of the contrasts yielded test statistics that exceeded the p < .01
threshold, indicating that the influences on the destination categories are not homogeneous and thus, corroborating the
distinctiveness of the classes as identified in the latent class analysis. Additionally, we conducted a Hausman test to
assess whether the model met the independence of irrelevant alternatives assumption (Hausman and McFadden 1984)
that including or removing categories does not affect the odds among the remaining categories. The test indicated the
seven category outcome used in the models presented here meet this assumption.

28
First, in Table 4, we focus our attention on the factors that distinguish work-driven nonenrollees from their peers. Though traditional models of educational attainment emphasize
academic preparation and financial resources as barriers to success, this is not entirely the case for
the 18.3 percent of non-enrollees who we identify as work-driven. These youth are less oriented
toward school than their peers who went on to two-year colleges, as exhibited by lower expectations
for future education and weaker beliefs in the importance of education for future job prospects.
This supports the developmental perspective, which posits that youth who are work-oriented
disengage from school at an early age. However, our analysis adds an important qualification: It is
not entirely the case that these youth disengage from school because academic and financial barriers
prevent them from attaining higher levels of education. There were no significant differences
between work-driven youth and their peers who went on to two-year schools with respect to their
math achievement scores and family income. A traditional model of postsecondary enrollment that
emphasizes academic and economic barriers does not account for the decisions of work-driven
youth.
Instead, the decision to forgo college for work-related reasons appears to be grounded in
early orientations toward paid work (as measured in the 10th grade) and supported by the local
neighborhood and labor market context (as measured around the time of high school exit). Work
driven non-enrollees espouse blue-collar career aspirations as early as the 10th grade: they are more
than twice as likely as their peers who are economically constrained or attending two-year colleges
and approximately three times as likely as their peers attending four-year colleges to have held bluecollar job aspirations when in the 10th grade. Additionally, work-driven non-enrollees exhibit
greater time investments in paid work in the 10th grade than their economically-constrained peers
and their peers who went on to enroll in college. For example, work-driven non-enrollees are 19
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percent more likely than economically-constrained non-enrollees, 46 percent more likely than twoyear enrollees, and 36 percent more likely than four-year enrollees to have worked more than 20
hours a week while in the 10th grade.
Work-oriented youths’ early orientations toward blue-collar work and time investments into
paid work are buttressed by supportive neighborhood educational contexts and within a labor
market that is favorable to employees who lack a college education. Specifically, work-driven
youth are more likely than those enrolling in two- or four-year schools to live in neighborhoods
with fewer young adults enrolled in school and in labor markets offering fewer jobs that require a
bachelor’s degree. This supports the contention that the local parameters for “what is possible” on
the eve of high school graduation – i.e. “the exigencies of emerging situations” – are related to
different postsecondary pathways. These local contextual variables, however, do not differentiate
work-driven youth from economically-constrained youth. Finally, as is evident in the descriptive
statistics shown in Table 3, work-driven youth are more likely to be male and to be White than their
peers following different postsecondary pathways.
Next, in Table 5, we focus our attention on the factors that distinguish those constrained by
economic reasons, the largest constituency of non-enrollees in our sample. The contrasts between
work-driven non-enrollees and economically-constrained non-enrollees shown in column 1 are
identical to those in Table 4, but with different base categories used.
[Table 5 about here]
In evaluating these comparisons, there are two findings of note. First, as in the bivariate
comparisons in Table 3, we find that non-enrolled youth who attribute their decisions to economic
motives do in fact evidence fewer financial resources when compared with those who enrolled in
college. However, these youth also had lower math achievement scores, lower educational
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expectations, and a weaker belief that school attendance is important for getting a job. Therefore,
while economic constraints are real, they are likely not the only impediments to college enrollment
for this group. Second, we find that the three key sets of factors that differentiate work-driven
youth from college enrollees – orientations toward work, neighborhood educational context, and the
labor market context – do not differentiate economically-constrained youth from their college-going
peers. Instead, these youth fit a more traditional accounting of educational transitions – they hold
similar orientations toward work, and live in similar neighborhoods and labor markets as their
college-enrolled, but they also lack the academic preparation and financial resources to successfully
navigate the transition to college.

Discussion
To answer our research questions, we have maintained a false distinction between individual
youths’ orientations toward school and work on the one hand and the neighborhoods and the labor
markets within which they live on the other. It is a useful heuristic for organizing an analysis, but
these orientations and contexts clearly are intertwined and operate to shape the decisions of the
distinct groups of non-enrollees we have identified. With the information gleaned from the
descriptive and multivariate analyses, we now revisit the composition of the different classes to
better understand the factors that shape their postsecondary decisions.
The first group, comprising almost twenty percent of non-enrollees (18.3 percent), forgoes
college because they prefer to work instead. The vast majority of these youth report that they would
rather work and make money than attend college (91.7 percent) and nearly all of these youth report
that they already have a good job (96.6 percent). Recall that the developmental perspective on
dropping out of high school links motivations for status outside of the school (e.g. work, family,
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military, etc.) with disengagement from school. Our analysis accords with these ideas as those who
are work-driven express a lower orientation toward school and a stronger orientation toward work
long before they leave high school. While in the 10th grade, these work-driven youth spent more
time at their jobs than their peers and reported expectations for jobs at age 30 that do not require a
college education at higher rates.
As contexts that send signals about future possibilities, neighborhoods and the regional labor
market reinforce the plans of this group: compared with those who made the transition to college,
work-driven youth live in neighborhoods where fewer young adults are enrolled in school and
where the demand for college-educated individuals is lower. While traditional models of
educational attainment emphasize academic and financial barriers, these youth have similar math
test scores and family income levels as their peers who went on to two-year colleges. Therefore,
interpreting college enrollment simply in terms of academic and economic deficiencies misses the
nuance of the processes and contexts that shape the decisions of this group. As social agents, these
youth have established a desire for non-college careers at an early age that seem sensible given the
particulars of their social contexts. While in high school, they enter the work force at higher levels
of intensity than their peers and ultimately decide to forgo college. This suggests that some young
people can be “planful” about postsecondary transitions outside of the “college for all” norm.14
A second group, 43.5 percent of non-enrollees, report forgoing college because the
economic barriers are too high—either because of college affordability or family financial
responsibility. These youth most closely fit with traditional interpretations of financial barriers
14

“Planful competence” is a phrase coined by John Clausen (1991) referring to the thoughtful self-directed, assertive
process that underlies selection into social institutions and personal relationships. He finds that planful behaviors in
adolescence have long-term positive effects later on in the life course. Though not part of our research agenda in this
paper, in analyses not shown, we find evidence that the work investments of work-driven youth pay-off in young
adulthood. Using data from the 2006 follow-up, we find that two years out of high school work-driven youth are more
likely to be employed than all other classes of non-enrollees and enrollees (p < .01) with the exception of military
enlistees. Additionally, we find that among those who are employed, work-driven youth have the highest wage rates (p
< .01) of all the groups.
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impeding the progress of low-income youth. Compared with the other groups, those reporting
economic constraints were least likely to attribute their decision to forgo college to a desire to work
after high school and or to possession of a good job. Moreover, barely any of them reported their
desired careers did not require further education (1.5 percent) or that they felt that going to college
was unimportant (0.4 percent). In short, their decisions had nothing to do with a strong desire to
work or a dismissal of the importance of college.
Although these economically-constrained youth were overwhelmingly concentrated in the
lowest income quartiles (substantiating their motives), they also had lower math test scores and
weaker orientations toward school than their peers who successfully made the transition to college.
In other words, they faced academic barriers as well as financial ones.15 Moreover, these youth do
not differ from those who went onto college in terms of their orientations toward work, their
neighborhood educational context, and their local labor market opportunities. Taken together, their
decisions fit a more traditional accounting of postsecondary transitions that emphasize academic
and financial barriers.
A third group, comprising 7.1 percent of non-enrollees, report multiple reasons for not
making the transition to college: while many of these young people report that they did not
transition to college because they would rather work than go to school, they are also very likely to
report academic and economic barriers to college and almost 70 percent report that they do not like
school. Additionally, 43.5 percent of non-enrollees were not classified in any group. The situation
of these two groups is more complex than the work-driven and economically-constrained groups
who report more distinctive reasons. Accounting for approximately half of non-enrollees, the
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It is likely the case that as young adults, these sample members indict external or “situational” factors (i.e. family
income) for their educational shortcomings rather than internal or “dispositional” factors (i.e. their academic potential).
This accords with attribution theory within the field of psychology, which contends that individuals will attribute
personal failures to situational factors rather than dispositional ones to protect their self-esteem.
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heterogeneous situations of these two groups belie a straightforward accounting of their high school
to college transition.
While we did not make specific predictions about military enlistees, they, too, highlight the
role of agency postsecondary decision-making. Similar to their work-driven peers, they are not
impeded by academic or financial barriers, but instead have very clear visions of postsecondary
careers that do not require college. It should be noted that these youth joined the armed forces
while the United States was involved in the war against terrorism in Afghanistan and in Iraq. The
costs and benefits to such decisions speak to a larger set of issues regarding civic duty, patriotism,
separation from family and friends, and possible mortality in young adulthood – issues which are
beyond the scope of this paper.
While our analysis has probed more deeply at the individual orientations and contexts that
shape educational decision making than typical models of college enrollment, the relative
importance of different factors are difficult to piece together using contemporary data sets and
statistical methods. A key limitation to our analysis is that the reasons for not attending college
were reported by the respondents nearly two years after they left high school. Non-enrollees could
retrospectively alter their responses to appear more favorable given their current situation – i.e. they
really did not have the grades to make it into college (an intrinsic reason), but instead reported that
they did not have the money (an extrinsic reasons). In some cases, they may not accurately recall
their frame of mind at the end of high school, which may explain the high percentage of youth
whose low class membership probabilities landed them in the “other” group. Further, we are only
able to trace the experiences of non-enrollees back to the 10th grade. Given what we know about the
accumulation of developmental experiences across different stages of schooling (Alexander,
Entwisle, and Kabbani 2001), the orientations that we measure in the 10th grade are likely seeded
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even further back. Without data that chronicles the decision-making process as it unfolds across a
long period of time, a very tall order for large scale data collection endeavors, we are only able to
make use of retrospective reasoning and a truncated time frame such as those available in
ELS:2002. That said, we feel this exploratory overview provides a useful foundation for future
work that aims to better under understand that factors that shape postsecondary decision-making.

Conclusion
Our analysis of the decision to forgo college immediately after high school graduation yields
new and nuanced insights into the role of the social agent in the educational life course. Our
findings suggest that research on educational transitions needs to consider young people as active
agents as they leave high school and enter adulthood. By examining individual-level motivations
and contexts – instead of relying solely on structural variation – we find that youth vary in their
decisions about the transition to college and that this heterogeneity is related to their work
experiences in high school and their social contexts at the time of high school exit. Previous
research has tended to favor a priori assumptions about family background and “college for all”
norms at the expense of recognizing that adolescents are actively making choices based on their past
experiences, perceptions of the present opportunity structure, and ideas about ‘possible selves’ in
the future.
While it is still largely the case that youth facing academic and financial barriers are those
least likely to make the transition to college, we find divergent pathways linked with emerging
orientations toward school and toward work as early as the 10th grade. The most prevalent
pathways involve forgoing college in favor of employment on the one hand, and forgoing college
owing to economic constraints on the other. Non-enrollees who are highly motivated toward work

35
display an early desire for blue-collar work and time investments in paid work. Economicallyconstrained non-enrollees display an early desire for white collar work, however they have low test
scores and come from families with low levels of income. As social agents, the former appear to be
carving out their own pathways that accord with their vision of the future, while the latter appear to
have been deterred by academic and financial barriers despite their white-collar aspirations. These
diverse perspectives evident among non-enrollees, along with those who forgo college for multiple
reasons, military service, or for more idiosyncratic reasons, highlight the importance of considering
that youth differ in their desires and plans at the transition to adulthood.
On a more practical note, our findings suggest that policies or practices supporting youth
during the transition out of high school need to account for heterogeneity in the decision making
processes of young people, rather than assuming that all youth want to attend college. While we
find that in fact many talented youth forgo college precisely because they cannot afford it, many
youth also choose to work or to join the military instead. However, our current secondary and
postsecondary school system is largely built on the assumption that all students can and should
expect to attend a four-year college.
While well-intentioned, this system may harm the career prospects of some students by
denying them information and preparation to succeed outside of the baccalaureate pathway (DeilAmen and DeLuca, forthcoming). We find that there are many young people who are planful about
work but not interested in college, which suggests that we should prepare these youth to do well
when they transition to work. Mortimer (2003) encourages counselors, teachers and parents to think
about supporting high quality employment for youth so that they can learn to be more strategic
while in high school, and struggle less when they try to find jobs later on. Other research suggests
that when students do find work through school contacts, they get better jobs (Rosenbaum, DeLuca,
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Miller, and Roy 1999), further signaling the potential importance of maintaining or developing job
placement and career preparation programs. Overall, we suggest that high schools strengthen the
supports available for work bound students as well as those who plan to attend college so that all
students see the future relevance of their high school experiences and have a chance to transition
successfully to early adulthood.
In closing, we contend that core assumptions underpinning educational attainment (i.e.
social origins are paramount in enrollment decisions and everyone wants to go to college) in young
adulthood deserve further scrutiny. Though a broad characterization of academic and
socioeconomic barriers holds in most research on educational attainment in the United States, these
patterns are the result of aggregated individual decisions about young adulthood – decisions that we
find, are relatively heterogeneous. Though only a step in unpacking the black box of educational
decision making, these findings suggest that further exploration of these orientations and contexts
may be a fruitful next step in better understanding how youth negotiate educational transitions.
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