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Abstract

Many students in Alaska’s rural villages complete their secondary education 

without a direction for life after high school. Students consistently report high aspirations 

to vocational training, college, and careers that require postsecondary education, yet few 

end up realizing these plans. To understand this paradox, this thesis uses qualitative 

methods to examine the influences that shaped the post-high school plans of 49 rural 

Alaska Native students in three villages in western Alaska. This thesis finds that 

misgivings about the purpose of education, difficult choices about leaving home, a 

substandard education, a lack of information, and perceptions of failure all combined to 

create drifting students who left high school without direction. Directed students were 

attached to postsecondary programs that provided them with a structured script with 

specific guidelines to follow.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Many students in Alaska’s rural Native villages complete their secondary 

education without a direction for life after high school. Students consistently report high 

aspirations to vocational training, college, and careers that require postsecondary 

education, yet few end up realizing these plans. Instead, they leave their village school 

without the career awareness and self-advocacy skills that are necessary to identify and 

pursue a vocational or educational objective. This lack of preparation and planning is a 

precursor to a long and bumpy transition from adolescence to adulthood, a period of post- 

high school drifting.

What accounts for students’ vague and unstructured plans and the disconnect 

between aspirations and actualities? This thesis explores these questions. It finds that 

rural students finish high school with vague and unfocused plans for what to do next as a 

result of a combination of social, economic, and educational influences. Misgivings 

about the purpose of education, difficult choices about leaving home, and a substandard 

education and subsequent lack of confidence and ability all combine to create drifting 

students who leave high school without direction.

This thesis is a qualitative study based on semi-structured interviews conducted in 

the spring of 2005 with 49 Alaska Native high school seniors in three rural western 

Alaska villages. The same students were interviewed one year later in spring 2006, and 

these follow-up interviews are included as an epilogue to this thesis. The interviews were 

originally conducted as part of a University of Alaska Fairbanks study on gender and



higher education under the direction of Dr. Judith Kleinfeld and Dr. Maria Reyes with 

funding from the Alaska Schools Research Fund.

Thesis objective

This thesis seeks explanations for the high number of drifting students with 

unstructured and vague plans for what to do after high school, and identifies 

characteristics of those directed students who have clear and purposeful plans. It presents 

explanations for the ways social and economic influences combine to shape students’ 

future plans, and concludes with suggestions that schools could use to better help students 

prepare for life after high school. Specific thesis objectives are to:

1) identify students’ educational and occupational aspirations;

2 ) identify characteristics of those students with direction who had made deliberate 

plans and taken steps to implement them;

3) explore characteristics of drifting students with unstructured and vague plans for 

what to do after high school;

4) present explanations of how social and economic influences combine to shape 

students’ plans for life after high school;

5) suggest strategies for educators and policymakers that might prove beneficial for 

helping students approach life after high school.

Organization of thesis

To provide context, this thesis begins with descriptive examples of what directed 

and drifting students look like. It then presents a literature review of previous studies on 

student aspirations and the influences that shape them. The literature review includes



Alaska statewide studies and those specific to rural Alaska Native students, rural studies 

from around the United States, and national statistics on student aspirations. The thesis 

then describes the study sample population and data collection methods. Significant 

findings are then presented, followed by discussion, conclusions, and recommendations. 

Drifting students and those with direction: four examples

To better understand the phenomenon of confused and drifting students, the 

following section presents the examples of two male and female drifting students, John 

and Kati, and two male and female directed students, Rick and Susan. These young 

people are all Alaska Native high school seniors from a small village who are going 

through the process of figuring out what to do after high school. These are composite 

descriptions taken from interview data collected and represent the characteristics 

associated with students who had deliberate plans for life after high school, and those 

who were drifting.

The drifters: John and Kati

John: Graduation day was a month or so away, and John was pondering what to 

do after high school. After watching work crews on various construction projects around 

town, he was thinking about becoming a heavy equipment operator or carpenter, and he 

was pretty sure he would need some certification training at a vocational program in the 

city to get those jobs. His mom and the school counselor had been encouraging him to go 

to a training program after high school.



The training program sounded pretty good to John. After all, there was not much 

to do in a small village. He had been thinking about going to the city anyway, someplace 

bigger than his village where he could have a nice house and a motorcycle. Going to 

heavy equipment operator training would be an opportunity to see what life was like in a 

big town.

Posters and flyers advertising colleges, vocational programs, and other 

opportunities covered the wall by the counselor’s office. He saw one for Alaska 

Vocational Technical Center (AVTEC), and a friend gave him an application. Maybe he 

could do training there, get out of town for a while, and have some fun. His enthusiasm 

dimmed after looking through the forms. There was a lot to fill out -  a background 

history, social security information, and program and housing choices. Applicants had to 

demonstrate how they would pay for the program before they could go. John had never 

really thought about that. He needed to send birth date identification documents, too. On 

top of it all, there was $25 fee just to submit the application.

John did not know a lot of the required information or which boxes to check.

This frustration made him think more seriously about the costs and benefits of going to 

training away from home. What would life be like there? Would he make friends?

Where would he live? What would he do? How would he pay for it? These thoughts 

were confusing and the application frustrated him, and John put the paperwork aside to 

fill out later.

His misgivings continued. He had never really been away from home on his own 

before, let alone to cities like Seward where AVTEC is located. He had been on a few



school trips for sports and career development activities, but these were always teacher- 

organized events and they only spent a few hours at any given place. Also, as much as he 

complained about how boring his village was, he enjoyed life there - playing basketball, 

spending time with his girlfriend, riding his snowmachine, and going out hunting. He 

knew everybody and things were very familiar. Leaving for training would mean giving 

up these things, at least temporarily, and stepping into uncharted territory.

Also, he was not too sure he had a good enough education to make it in a 

postsecondary program. His grades were not good, and since he had not passed the 

reading portion of the state’s high school graduation test, he would not be receiving a 

diploma on graduation day, but rather a “Certificate of Achievement.”

Maybe a training program was not all that necessary. None of the important 

people in John’s life had a certification or a degree. He could not actually think of 

anyone who had completed a training or degree program, other than his teachers who 

came from elsewhere and usually stayed in town only a year or two. Several older 

friends and relatives had gone off to training programs or college but dropped out after a 

few months. John did not want that to happen to him.

Maybe this AVTEC thing just was not for him right now. After all, he did make 

pretty good money working in a fish processing plant last summer, and he heard that 

there could be some fire fighting jobs coming up next year during the annual wildfire 

season. He was actually not too worried about supporting himself, he could still live at 

home or with relatives. Many of his older peers were still living with their parents.



With these thoughts in mind, John approached the end of the school year. What 

to do next? His mom wanted him to go to training, and part of him did, too, but the 

whole thing was so unfamiliar and the process to get there was intimidating. Home was 

familiar. The application sat until he found it again on the last day of school when 

cleaning out his locker, too late to send in for the fall admission deadline. He would take 

a year off, then go to a training program later. Maybe next year.

Kati: John’s friend Kati had been thinking about college. Her parents were 

encouraging her to go to training or college, to do something. Her mom and aunts were 

village health aides, and Kati thought perhaps she would be a nurse, possibly a 

pediatrician. She was not entirely sure just how to get from high school to being a nurse, 

though. She was thinking about going to college, maybe UAA or UAF, maybe Alaska 

Christian College, it did not really matter. She figured that college was where you went 

to become a nurse, and any college would work as well as another.

Anyway, Kati was ready to leave her village, and going to college sounded like a 

good reason to do it. She was tired of no running water, nothing to do, seeing the same 

people everyday, and was discouraged by the social problems she saw around her. She 

wanted to move to Anchorage, where there were malls, movie theaters, jobs, and cars. At 

the same time, maybe she was not so sure. Kati was really attached to her younger 

brother. She had babysat him ever since he was bom and she knew she would miss him 

if she left, and her other family and friends, too. What if something happened to one of 

them while she was away at college?



Although she was a decent student and set to graduate with a diploma, Kati 

definitely had doubts about succeeding at college. Like John, no one she knew except the 

teachers had ever completed college. An older cousin had gone off to UAF and dropped 

out after a semester. Paying for it was a concern, as well. Earlier in their senior year, the 

school counselor told her class that there were a lot of scholarships available from the 

regional and village Native Corporations and other programs; they could pick up the 

application forms in his office. Kati picked one up and was put off by the essay it 

required. She never sent it in.

In the meantime, she was spending her remaining school days scrambling to 

complete competency level tests in order to be eligible to graduate under her school 

district’s newly-adopted “standards based education” model. Her teachers and school 

counselor were working hard to help her and her classmates get through these levels, and 

there just did not seem to be time in the school day to talk about what to do once they 

actually graduated. Kati did not really want to talk about that, anyway. She still did not 

know what to do, but certainly was not going to seek out the counselor for help. He was 

a nice guy, but he would ask her a lot of questions, and then he would know just how 

confused she was. Better to just keep a low profile.

By now it was the end of the school year and Kati had not applied anywhere or 

made any other plans for what to do after graduation. Her older sister lived in 

Anchorage; maybe she would take a year off, go live with her sister for a few months and 

see what life was like there, maybe look for a job. She could always go back home at any 

time. Maybe she would go to college next year.



Students with direction: Susan and Rick

Susan: Like John and Kati, Susan was trying to figure out what to do after high 

school. She wanted to become a teacher, and was thinking about AVTEC or Job Corps 

or going to one of the University of Alaska campuses. Life in the village did not appeal 

to her that much, she was not into hunting or snowmachines or basketball to the extent 

her male classmates were, and she wanted to try life in the city.

Like John’s and Kati’s parents, Susan’s parents and school counselor encouraged 

her to go to training or college, but Susan was confused about the process and options for 

navigating the maze of postsecondary programs and paperwork. She had been putting off 

thinking about it; maybe she would take a year off after high school to figure out what to

Susan was a good student, and was selected as one of their school’s two 

University of Alaska Scholars, a full tuition scholarship given to students in the top ten 

percent of their class. The award laid out a structured guide of deadlines and steps to take 

to keep the scholarship. She was required to begin courses at one of the University of 

Alaska campuses the upcoming fall semester or forfeit the scholarship. Her parents, 

teachers, principal, and counselor were not going to let the award slip away, and sat down 

with her to talk about what to do next. Susan thought that since she had the scholarship, 

she might as well give college a try.

Although there were applications and forms to send in to stay eligible for the 

award, her parents and counselor helped her keep up with the paperwork. Despite her 

misgivings, Susan started college at UAA the following fall semester.
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Rick: Rick was weighing his options. He liked working on snowmachines and 

was thinking about becoming a mechanic, maybe a carpenter, maybe a teacher. He just 

did not know. He considered a training program but, like his peers, was confused by the 

options and unfamiliar process, intimidated by the paperwork, and doubted his own 

education. He was not sure where to go or how to get there. Maybe he should take a 

year off and think about it; something might come up. There was the fish processing 

plant he could work at in the summer, and he could live with his family, go hunting with 

his brother, and maybe play on the city league basketball team.

Then, a friend told Rick they should join the Army National Guard together. The 

friend said it would be fun; they would get to shoot guns and operate big equipment.

They could get $8,000 a year plus a signing bonus. The Army would provide training 

opportunities and money for college. All he needed to do was sign up, and the Army 

would take care of the details. This seemed a lot more doable than making difficult 

decisions about leaving home and facing the post-high school maze by himself.

Rick already knew many relatives and friends who were in the Guard; they did 

one weekend a month and two weeks in the summer, lived at home most of the year 

picking up seasonal work, went hunting, and played basketball at the school gym.

Rick thought that it all sounded pretty good. So, he enlisted with his friend and 

was due to report for Basic Training down in Ft. Benning, Georgia just a few weeks after 

graduation day.



The descriptions above outline the characteristics of students who were leaving 

school with a sense of direction, and those who were poised to drift after graduation day. 

All the students wanted to go to a postsecondary school, and were encouraged to do so by 

their parents. However, they were all confused about what to do, worried about heading 

off somewhere unfamiliar, and intimidated by the paperwork and process. They were 

pulled between desire to move to the city and a desire to remain home with family and 

familiar setting.

John was daunted by the AVTEC application and was unsure whether it was 

worth it to go to training. Kati wanted to be a nurse and go to college, but did not know 

how to get there and lacked confidence. Both decided to “take a year o f f ’ before 

deciding what to do.

Susan and Rick, though confused and unsure of themselves, stumbled upon 

different programs that provided explicit structure and steps to follow. The UA Scholar 

program emboldened Susan with confidence and provided a pathway to college, and it 

sparked tangible help from parents and counselors in navigating the postsecondary maze. 

The Army National Guard provided a well-trodden, structured path for Rick to follow 

after high school, and he had a friend to go with.

This thesis explores the social, economic, and educational influences and issues 

described in these students’ stories. The following section reviews previous studies that 

have looked at student aspirations and their influences.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

The following review begins with a brief description of rural Alaska to provide 

context. It then provides a background to the problem of drifting post-high school rural 

Alaska Native youth and presents previous studies of their aspirations. This is followed 

by a review of national studies o f student aspirations and those specific to rural areas. 

Section 2.1. Rural Alaska

Due to the unique geographic and cultural context of rural Alaska, students’ plans 

for the future are informed by factors that are quite different from other students. The 

following section begins with a description of the geographic, economic, and educational 

issues of this vast region.

Rural Alaska shares the same defining characteristics as rural areas elsewhere: a 

sparse population, long distance from urban centers, and a narrow economic base, but 

these characteristics are taken to the extreme because of geographic distances. Alaska’s 

rural communities are quite isolated; 80 percent are off the road system (Kizzia 1991:7) 

and most are accessible only by small airplane or by water when waterways are free of 

ice. Due to climate conditions and the high cost of installation and maintenance, many 

communities do not have sewer systems and homes often do not have running water. 

Rural villages are predominantly Alaska Native, and subsistence hunting and fishing 

remain important activities (Goldsmith et al. 2004:5-1, 5-24). Inupiaq villages are found 

in the north and northwest, Yup’ik in the west and southwest, Aleut in the far west, 

Athabaskan in the interior, and Tlingit or Haida in the southeast. In Alaska, the term 

“rural” is often used synonymously with “Alaska Native.”



In rural Alaska, small peripheral villages rely on a regional hub community that is 

the center for goods, services, and government for the area. Examples of hubs are Nome, 

Kotzebue, Bethel, or Barrow. These hub communities in turn rely on an urban center 

such as Fairbanks, Anchorage or Juneau, which are themselves dependent on a major city 

to the south, typically Seattle for goods and services, Washington, D.C. for policies. So, 

the majority o f goods, entertainment, services, and legislation comes from the urban core 

to the rural periphery.

As a result, there is an extremely high cost of living in the peripheral rural 

villages, while at the same time poverty levels are high (Goldsmith et al. 2004:5-29). 

There are few jobs and educational options beyond high school. Job opportunities 

increase in the regional hubs and city centers. The main universities are located in the 

urban centers, with branch community college campuses located in the regional hub 

communities. As a result, village residents have to look to beyond their village if they 

want a postsecondary education and most career options, with the exceptions of 

schoolteachers or health clinic aides.

Until 1976, secondary education for most rural Alaska Native students was 

limited to public and parochial boarding school programs. Vocational boarding schools 

were established in the 1920s and were consolidated into a single school at Mt. 

Edgecumbe in 1947. Native students were also sent to Indian boarding schools in 

Oregon and Oklahoma. Public in-state boarding home programs and regional boarding 

schools were put in place during the 1960s (Cotton 1984).
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The system did not work for many students and families. A 1971 University of 

Alaska study found that many of the boarding programs were plagued with problems 

(Kleinfeld and Bloom 1973). In the mid-1970s, a series of lawsuits representing Alaska 

Native village students argued that the high drop-out rate and student dislocation of the 

boarding schools made the state’s education system not truly open to all children, and 

constituted racial discrimination. These lawsuits, jointly referred to as the Molly Hootch 

case, led to an out-of-court settlement in which the state agreed to build a high school in 

any village that wanted one and had at least eight students (Cotton 1984).

Drifting students: background to the problem

Placing high schools in rural villages was not an educational panacea. Amongst 

the lingering challenges were low achievement, a lack of preparation for college, and a 

difficult transition to adulthood (Kleinfeld et al. 1985:84). In 1989 the Alaska Federation 

of Natives voiced its concern that students were graduating from their local high schools 

unprepared for the future (Alaska Federation of Natives 1989). This lingering challenge 

is the issue addressed in this thesis.

Current evidence that there exists an unprepared, drifting cohort of young adults 

in rural Alaska can be found by looking at statistics showing “where they aren’t,” that is 

to say, in institutions of higher education and the workforce. According to the 2000 U.S. 

Census, 11 percent of Alaska Natives ages 18-24 are in postsecondary education, 

compared with a statewide average of 24 percent.

About 6 percent of Alaska Natives earn a Bachelor’s degree in comparison to 25 

percent of total Alaska residents (U.S. Census 2000). Also, the number of Alaska Native



students at the University o f Alaska who leave college without a earning a degree rate is 

almost twice that of non-natives (Goldsmith et al. 2004:6-2), an indication that many of 

those who arrived at college were not prepared for it.

The young people who do not go on to college are not entering the work force in 

large numbers, either. Statewide labor statistics reveal that Alaska Natives ages 20-24 

have the highest rates of unemployment amongst the working age Alaska Native 

population, and those living in remote rural areas are even more likely to be unemployed 

(Goldsmith et al. 2004:4-10,4-3).

These statistics indicate there is a cohort of young Alaska Native adults in their 

late teens and early twenties in rural communities who are neither working nor going to 

school, in other words, a group that finished high school without a plan for what to do 

next. For further evidence, an April 2003 household survey found that Alaska Natives 

were “clearly concerned” that their students were not prepared for college, the workplace 

or community life (McDowell Group 2003:4).

No previous studies have focused solely on these drifting students. However, 

their existence can be found in several studies on rural Alaska Native student aspirations. 

Rural Alaska Native student aspirations

Beginning in 1977, the State of Alaska Department of Education (now called the 

Alaska Department of Education and Early Development) attempted to survey annually 

the future plans and educational experiences of the state’s high school seniors using 

questionnaires mailed to each school. This senior survey was conducted yearly through 

1989. The Alaska Senior Survey results indicated that 56 percent of Alaska Native



15

students compared with an overall 69 percent planned on pursuing postsecondary 

education (Alaska Commission on Postsecondary Education 1989:16). The survey also 

found that seniors from small, presumably rural schools were more likely (13.7 percent) 

to be undecided about their future plans than those from large schools (7.1 percent) 

(Alaska Commission on Postsecondary Education 1989:18).

A survey of Alaska Native students in the Lower Yukon region from the early 

1980s found that the majority (93 percent) wanted more education after high school and 

most (72 percent) aspired to a four-year college (McDiarmid and Kleinfeld 1982:7). In 

this study, students listed year round work in technical or managerial occupations such as 

health, education, or business management as the type of job they would like to have, 

results that are consistent with the Alaska Statewide Senior Survey.

Significantly, the students wanted to remain in their villages and not move to the 

cities, yet only two of the five jobs that they listed as most desirable were realistic 

occupations if they remained in the village (McDiarmid and Kleinfeld 1982:10). These 

conflicting aspirations indicate that students did not have an informed plan for life after 

high school. In addition, the study found that over twenty percent of the students were 

undecided about what they wanted to do in the future (McDiarmid and Kleinfeld, 

1982:12).

In surveys conducted in western Alaska rural schools in the early 1990s, Seyfrit 

and Hamilton found that 72 percent of village students reported they were planning on 

going to college (Seyfrit and Hamilton 1997:145). In addition, village students reported 

receiving a lot of parent and teacher encouragement to do well in school (Seyfrit and



Hamilton 1997:140). Another study by the same researchers in a different Western 

Alaska school district found that 78 percent of Alaska Native students had plans to attend 

college (Seyfrit et al. 1998:354). However, in a different region of the state where 

mining jobs were locally available, Seyfrit and Hamilton found much lower educational 

aspirations amongst Alaska Native students; about 43 percent expected to go to college 

(Seyfrit and Hamilton 1992:59). This indicates a great degree of variability among 

regions depending on local economic conditions.

In contrast to the Lower Yukon region study by McDiarmid and Kleinfeld (1982), 

Hamilton and Seyfrit (1994) found in the Bristol Bay and Kotzebue area that many 

village students, especially the girls, wanted to leave for the city, a phenomenon dubbed 

“female flight,” or the “the disproportionate outmigration of young Native women from 

bush villages” (Hamilton and Seyfrit 1994:192). Boys were less inclined to migrate and 

many planned on finding work after high school in nearby resource extraction industries 

(Hamilton and Seyfrit 1993:262).

In sum, previous studies on rural Alaska Native aspirations show that students 

have high aspirations to college and professional careers, but statistics on educational 

attainment and employment indicate that few students attain these hopes. There is 

obviously a disconnect between what rural Alaska Native high school students aspire to 

do and what they actually do once they leave school. Coupled with the high number of 

students who did not know what they would do after high school, the lack of realism and 

indecision in aspirations indicates that these students will be adrift after finishing school. 

This thesis explores reasons for this phenomenon.



Significance

As the previous studies cited above show, unprepared and drifting post-high 

school rural students are not a new phenomenon in Alaska. However, given the growing 

population of young people in rural Alaska, the problem is becoming more acute. 

According to 2000 Census data, rural Alaska is among the highest growth regions in the 

United States. Over 44 percent of Alaska Natives are under the age o f 20, and while 

Alaska Natives comprise about 17 percent of the Alaska’s population, they comprises 24 

percent of its school enrollment (McDowell Group 2005:46-47).

These demographic statistics show that there are increasing numbers of young 

Alaska Natives coming up through the school system, and that the drifting cohort will 

continue growing unless intervention strategies are put in place. This school-age 

population will soon be of working age, creating an expected increase of 25 percent in the 

Alaska Native labor force (Goldsmith et al. 2004:5-29). Helping these students prepare 

to transition successfully from school to adult life becomes more imperative when 

considering that Alaska Natives in their late teens and early twenties are at particular risk 

for substance abuse problems and suicide (Fienup-Riordan 1992:11; Gay 2003).

A warning sign of the growing problem is statistics showing the dropout rates 

among Native students increased from 5 percent to 10 percent between 1998 and 2001, 

with the highest rates in school districts with 80 percent or more Native enrollment 

(Goldsmith et al. 2004:6-1). While this statistic is disturbing, it is not surprising given 

the unemployment and postsecondary education statistics cited above. Gandara et al. 

(2001) connect a lack of post-high school plans with drop-out rates, noting, “It is hard to



imagine why a student would stay in high school for four years if it were not perceived to 

be a stepping stone to the next stage of life” (Gandara et al. 2001:89).

Being unprepared and unsure about the future and having unrealistic aspirations 

are not restricted to rural Alaska Native students. Why is this contradiction of high 

college aspirations and low enrollment so prevalent? This literature review now turns to 

nationwide studies for insight into the phenomenon.

Section 2.2. Student aspirations: A nationwide look

Nationwide studies from the United States Department of Education’s National 

Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) show that many students leave school with 

unrealistic aspirations. Since 1972, the NCES has conducted four major longitudinal 

studies that track a representative cohort sample of high school students using surveys 

given at two-year intervals for a span of ten to twelve years. Completed studies include 

the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72), the High 

School and Beyond of 1980 (HS&B), and the National Education Longitudinal Study of 

1988 called NELS :88  (U.S. Department of Education 2006a).

The most recent Education Longitudinal Study of 2002, known as ELS:2002, with 

a sample size of 15,360 students from 750 public, private, and parochial schools is on

going and provides the most current data (Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:3). From the 

ELS:2002 study, NCES reports that 87 percent of high school seniors in the class of 2004 

planned on going on to some sort of postsecondary education (see table 2.1). Sixty-nine 

percent of these planned to pursue a Bachelor’s degree or higher, while another 18 

percent planned on pursuing some postsecondary education below a Bachelor’s degree.
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Only 5 percent did not plan on pursuing any education beyond high school (U.S. 

Department of Education 2006b:60).

Table 2.1. Educational plans of the class of 2004
High School 

or Less
Some

college
Bachelor’s

Degree
Graduate or 
Professional 

School

Don’t
know

Class of 
2004

5.0% 18.1% 33.5% 35.0% 8.4%

Source: U.S. Department of Education 2006b: 159.

Aspirations v. reality

Table 2.1 shows that nationwide, students have high aspirations to postsecondary 

education. However, reality falls far short of aspiration. According to the U.S. Census, 

about 27.5 percent of Americans ages 25-34 have a Bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. 

Census 2000).

The gap between aspiration and reality is apparent when comparing the Census 

data on educational attainment and NCES data on aspiration. If 27.5 percent of 

Americans ages 25-34 have a Bachelor’s degree, than it seems highly unlikely that all 69 

percent of 2004 high school seniors in the NCES’ ELS:2002 cohort who reported plans 

for at least a Bachelor’s degree will attain one.

Section 2.3. Nationwide rural student aspirations

While the national studies cited above show that many students, regardless of 

location, have unrealistic and uninformed aspirations, these traits occur more frequently 

in students from rural areas throughout the United States. Although there is a lack of 

consensus regarding how to define a “rural” area, the U.S. Census Bureau technically 

defines the concept as a settlement with a population less than 2,500 (Stem 1994:4). As



mentioned above, characteristics of rural areas include their sparse population, their 

distance from urban centers, and a narrow economic base. The consequences of these 

characteristics are that students form their educational and occupational aspirations in a 

context that is different than the national average, and that a different set of aspirations 

and factors inform them.

Rural aspiration and attainment

There is a greater disparity between aspiration and attainment for rural students in 

comparison to the total student population. About 64 percent of 2004 rural high school 

seniors in the NCES’ ELS:2002 cohort reported plans for at least a Bachelor’s degree. 

However, according to the U.S. Census, 16.4 percent of rural residents in the United 

States ages 25-34 have a Bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Census 2000).

Aspiring to a Bachelor’s degree or 
higher in 2004

Population ages 25-34 with a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher in 

2 0 0 0

Nationwide 68.5% 27.5%
Urban 72.3% 29.9%
Rural 63.5% 16.4%
Aspiration source: Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:16,17 
Attainment source: U.S. Census 2000

Lower educational and career expectations

Studies on rural students nationally tend to dwell on comparing and contrasting 

rural students with urban and suburban students, mainly focusing on explanations for the 

lower educational and occupational aspirations of rural students and their desire to leave 

home. Explanations for these lower aspirations and migration plans inform the data



interpretation and discussion session of this thesis and are included in this literature 

review.

Comparative studies of student aspirations consistently find that rural students 

have lower post-high school educational and occupational aspirations than non-rural 

students (Deosaran 1975; Cobb et al. 1989; Haller and Verkler 1993). The most recent 

NCES statistics on students’ educational plans reinforce these findings (see table 2.4). 

ELS:2002 data shows that rural schools have the greatest proportion of students who only 

plan on completing high school or less, and the greatest proportion expecting to complete 

some college but not a Bachelor’s degree. Rural students have the lowest proportion 

aspiring to a Bachelor’s degree or higher (Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:17). However, these 

differences are small.

Table 2.4. Ed ucational plans of the class of 2004 by geographic location
High 

School or 
Less

Some
college

Bachelor’s
Degree

Graduate or 
Professional 

School

Don’t
know

All areas 5.0% 18.1% 33.5% 35.0% 8.4%
Urban 4.2% 15.1% 32.9% 39.4% 8.5%
Suburban 4.8% 17.2% 34.5% 35.5% 8 .0 %
Rural 6 .1% 22.9% 33.5% 30.0% 7.5%
Source: Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:17

These statistics have been consistent over time. An analysis of the NCES High 

School and Beyond (HS&B) data from 1980 found that, in comparison to urban and 

suburban students, rural students have lower post-high school educational aspirations and 

are less confident about their ability to complete a college degree. Correspondingly, rural 

students had lower career expectations for themselves (Cobb et al. 1989:13). Indeed, 

comparatively more rural students expected to go to work after high school without



pursuing further education (Cobb et al. 1989:15). In a later analysis of the HS&B data, 

Haller and Verkler (1993) found that fewer rural students expected to hold professional 

or technical jobs than non-rural students, with the exception of the professional career of 

teacher (Haller and Verkler 1993:177).

Studies using data other than those of the NCES confirm these findings. A 

comparative study conducted in 1997 of urban and rural schools in California found that 

rural students had lower educational aspirations (Gandara et al. 2001:89). A study of 

rural New England students’ future plans had similar results; 40 percent of rural students 

did not expect to pursue an academic degree, but 82 percent expected to participate in 

post-secondary training or education (Murray et al. 1983:80).

Moving away

Rural students consistently express a desire to leave their home communities 

(D’Amico et al. 1996:148; Cobb et al. 1989:14; Murray et al. 1983:81). The reasons 

stem from the characteristics of small towns. The most commonly listed reason to 

migrate is the lack of job opportunities. The High School and Beyond data shows that 40 

percent of rural students preferred to leave their hometown for a job, and Cobb et al. note, 

“When asked if they were willing to move for a job they wanted, more rural than urban 

youth not only were willing to move, they preferred to move!” (Cobb et al. 1989:14). A 

separate study of rural Pennsylvania and New York students’ future plans had similar 

percentages. Many students (44 percent) expressed an expectation to leave their home 

communities, and those who planned to migrate had higher career and educational 

aspirations than those who planned to remain in their hometown. However, more girls,



(56 percent) expected to migrate from their rural communities than did the boys at 35 

percent. The authors propose that the jobs and recreational activities in rural 

communities appeal more to males than to females (Murray et al. 1983:79-81).

Jobs are not the only reason rural students want to leave town. A 1996 study of 

rural Midwestern high school students found that the reasons students wanted to leave 

centered not only on the lack of job opportunities, but also on the isolation they felt, the 

conservative narrowness of their communities, and a desire for excitement (D’Amico et 

al. 1996:148). Using a case study research design in a rural town in Maine, Donaldson 

(1986) also identified non-economic factors for students’ migration plans.

Factors influencing rural students’ aspirations

What accounts for rural students’ large aspiration and achievement gap, lower 

educational and career aspirations, and a desire to move away? The geographic and 

economic contexts of rural communities determine family socioeconomic status, parent 

education levels and their expectations for their children, which then influence students’ 

education and occupational plans for the future.

Parents

Families have a significant influence on students’ aspirations. Higher levels of 

parental support and encouragement translate into higher aspirations (Hossler et al. 

1999:24). This holds true for both urban and rural students. Comparative analysis of the 

High School and Beyond data shows that regardless of geographic location, high school 

seniors report that their families are the greatest influence on their post-high school plans 

(Cobb et al. 1989:13).



However, in comparison to urban and suburban parents, rural parents were seen 

by their children as less supportive of college and more supportive o f their children going 

to a trade school, getting a full time job, or going into the military. They also found that 

rural students were more likely to report that their teachers and guidance counselors did 

not think they should go to college (Cobb et al. 1989:13).

Rural parents, teachers, and counselors evidently do not hold career and educational 

aspirations for youth that are as high as those held by urban and suburban adults, and 

their students’ goals are not as high as those of urban and suburban students (Cobb et 

al. 1989:15).

The greater emphasis on trade school rather than college is strengthened by a rural 

New England study that found that 82 percent of students expected to participate in post

secondary training or education, but 40 percent did not expect to pursue an academic 

degree (Murray et al. 1983:80).

The finding of less rural parent support for college is reinforced by results from a 

comparative study of urban and rural schools in California. In this study, Gandara et al. 

(2 0 0 1 ) found rural parents to be a greater influence on their children’s aspirations than 

urban parents, yet rural students had lower aspirations. They write, “ ...it is somewhat 

ironic that the rural students, in expressing that their parents had a greater influence on 

their long-term future decisions, also had less ambition to go to college” (Gandara et al. 

2001:90).

What the authors see as ironic supports the Cobb and Murray findings cited 

above. It is plausible that the greater parental influence reported by rural students in the



Gandara study is not directed toward college, but instead towards getting a job, going to 

trade school, or into the military.

Parental level of education is also an important predictor of student aspirations 

(Hossler and Stage 1992:432). A rural education study by the U.S. Department of 

Education uses the parental education level measurement to explain in part the lack of 

rural parent support for higher education. Using data from the 1980 High School and 

Beyond survey, the U.S. DOE report points out that rural parents had lower levels of 

education; 12 percent of parents of rural seniors had at least a Bachelor’s degree in 

comparison to 19 percent of non-rural parents (Stem 1994:63).

Rural economic structure

However, singling out rural parents is too simplistic an explanation for lower 

educational and career aspirations in rural students, for it leads to the question: what 

accounts for these lower rural parental expectations?

An explanation can be found in the economic context of rural areas. While most 

jobs in rural communities are in the diversified service sector (e.g. health, retail, 

government services), the foundations of their economies are based on just a few 

industries, such as farming, manufacturing, or natural resource development (Stem 

1994:4). This single industry dependency creates a low skill and low wage economy that 

is vulnerable to economic shifts, an economic situation that negatively affects the 

socioeconomic status of rural residents. Rural communities are thus characterized by 

high unemployment and underemployment. In comparison to urban areas, rural 

communities have lower per capita incomes and higher poverty rates (Stem 1994:9).



Socioeconomic status is related to student aspirations, and the lower rural aspirations 

could be a mirror of the lower SES of many rural families (Stem 1994:63). This results 

in an out-migration from rural towns to urban centers. Typical emigrants are those with 

higher education in search of job opportunities (Stem 1994:9).

Haller and Verkler (1993) use economics to present a structural argument for the 

lower aspirations of rural students: structure of the rural economy is as important as 

family socioeconomic status for understanding the factors that influence rural student 

aspirations. This theory is based on the premise that “adolescents aspire to what they 

know or can imagine” (Haller and Verkler 1993:171). According to this argument, rural 

students’ occupational and educational aspirations reflect the rural economy and labor 

market context in which they grow up. Since the economies of rural and non-rural areas 

are different, students have different aspirations. The jobs in rural areas are primarily 

agricultural or based on resource development, and students aspire to the manual labor or 

service sector jobs in these industries. Such occupations are less likely to require 

postsecondary education; hence rural students have lower educational aspirations than 

non-rural students (Haller and Verkler 1993:171). The notable exception is the 

professional job of schoolteacher, with which rural students are familiar (Haller and 

Verkler 1993:176).

Haller and Verkler’s premise that “adolescents aspire to what they know or can 

imagine” is interconnected with Bordeiux’s concept of habitus, referring to the 

worldview that develops from the context in which a child grows up; the values, attitudes, 

and perceptions that children internalize through their immediate surroundings



(McDonough 1997:9; Hossler et al. 1999:152). This concept is explored further in 

Chapter 3.

Beyond the economic foundations of rural communities, qualitative 

characteristics o f rural life have been identified as causes of lowering students’ 

aspirations. Deosaran cites a Canadian study that concluded:

A concomitant of the rural and small town environment is a set of values, 

beliefs, and ways of doing things— i.e. a subculture— which adversely affects access 

to higher education.. .Rural life tends to be oriented to the concrete and practical, and 

actively discourages the creation of the theoretical and abstract cast of mind which is 

(or is supposed to be) inseparable from involvement in higher education (Pike 

1970:73; quoted in Deosaran 1975:29).

Literature review summary

Previous studies of post-high school aspirations show that students from all over 

the nation leave school unprepared and unsure about the future, with aspirations that they 

do not attain. However, the geographic, social, and economic contexts of rural areas have 

the effect of lowering educational and occupational aspirations and exacerbating the 

difficulties students have in making choices after high school. In rural Alaska, this trend 

is more striking.
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Table 2.5. Educational aspirations and average attainment
Aspiring to a Bachelor’s 

degree or higher
Population over 25 with a 

Bachelor’s degree or higher 
in 2 0 0 0

Nationwide total 68.5% 24.4%
Rural nationwide 63.5% 16.4%
Alaska Native 78.0% 5.9%
Nationwide total and rural aspiration source: Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:16. 
Alaska Native source: Seyfrit et al. 1998:354.
Attainment source: U.S. Census 2000.

Table 2.5 above shows nationwide, rural, and rural Alaska Native student 

aspirations to a Bachelor’s degree or higher taken from the ELS:2002 and the most recent 

publication on rural Alaska Native aspirations. It is apparent that rural Alaska Native 

students hold much more unrealistic and uninformed aspirations, resulting in the large 

gap between aspiration and attainment, and leading to a large cohort of drifting young 

people in rural Alaska who lack direction for life after high school.



Chapter 3 Theoretical Frameworks

Educational researchers and anthropologists have developed theoretical models 

for explaining differences in academic outcomes. These frameworks can be placed into 

two general categories: status attainment and cultural models. Both these theoretical 

models draw from variables measuring the influences on student aspirations. This 

chapter first identifies these variables, and then describes how the status attainment and 

cultural models apply to them.

Section 3.1. Variables influencing students’ aspirations

A student’s decision-making process regarding what to do after high school is 

informed by a wide variety of influences. This makes it difficult to identify the cause and 

effect factors that shape students’ plans. As Jackson and Fleming wrote in 1957, “Any 

investigation of the effects of environmental factors in aspirations is rendered doubly 

difficult by their number, complexity, and general elusiveness” (Jackson and Fleming 

1957:78; quoted in Deosaran 1975:21).

Indeed, studies of student aspirations tell us the choices young people make after 

they leave high school are influenced by a myriad of factors. A students’ ethnicity, 

gender, place of residence, socioeconomic status, parents’ level of education, parents’ 

expectations, significant others, and individual ability all play a part in shaping their 

aspirations (Deosaran 1975; Hossler and Stage 1992). In an extensive review of relevant 

literature, Deosaran writes, . .one of our soundest conclusions is that these variables 

interact to such an extent that no single one can, by itself, give an adequate explanation of 

the formation or presence of students’ post-secondary aspirations” (Deosaran 1975:72).



However, even though there may be no single explanation, it is possible to 

identify patterns in variation that reveal those variables that are seen as most significant. 

In short, predicting variables for high aspirations include being white, female, of upper 

socioeconomic status, possessing educated and involved parents, a high GPA, and living 

in an urban location. In contrast, low aspiration predictors are being a minority, male, 

low socioeconomic status, low levels of parent education, low GPA, and living in a rural 

area. The rural variable has been discussed in the previous chapter, and the remaining 

variables -  socioeconomic status, parents, gender, ethnicity, are individual ability are 

discussed below.

Family characteristics

A student’s family background is identified as the most significant factor 

influencing his or her aspirations (Sewell and Shah 1968; Hossler and Stage 1992; 

D ’Amico et al. 1996; Cobb et al. 1989). The components included in “family 

background” are further broken down into variables of socioeconomic status, parent 

education, parent occupation, and ethnicity. These variables are interconnected with one 

another, for example parent education is a component of socioeconomic status, making it 

difficult to identify the most significant causal factor.

Socioeconomic status

Family socioeconomic status (SES) is defined by the NCES as a composite based 

on parents’ educational attainment, occupations, and family income (U.S. Department of 

Education 2006b:60). The ELS:2002 study reports that for the Class of 2004, 87 percent 

of high SES students planned on attaining a Bachelor’s or graduate degree compared with



76 percent of middle and 51 percent of low SES (see table 3.1). Many more of the low 

SES students reported aspirations of a high school degree or less and many more reported 

not knowing what their educational plans were (U.S. Department of Education 

2006b: 159).

Table 3.1. Edlucational plans by socioeconomic status: <Class of 2004

Family SES

High School 
or Less

Some
college

Bachelor’s
Degree

Graduate or 
Professional 

Degree

Don’t know

Low 9.6% 27.4% 28.8% 2 2 .0 % 12 .1%

Middle 5.0% 19.8% 35.6% 30.8% 8 .8%

High 1.3% 7.4% 33.4% 53.2% 4.6%

Source: U.S. Department of Education 2006b: 159

Parents

As mentioned, part of the SES composite includes parental level of education; and 

this variable by itself is singled out as a significant predictor of student aspirations. In 

general, parents with higher levels of education have children with higher educational 

aspirations. In a 1987 study of over 2000 students in 21 high schools in Indiana, Hossler 

and Stage (1992) found the level of parental education had a direct effect on the 

educational expectations parents held for their children, which in turn positively impacted 

their children’s ’ post high school aspirations (Hossler and Stage 1992:444). They write, 

“parental level of education, combined with parents’ educational aspirations for their 

children, may be the best predictor of student postsecondary plans” (Hossler and Stage 

1992:432). This makes intuitive sense, for parents who have attended college themselves 

are more able to help their children prepare for college (McDonough 1997:6).



The NCES ELS:2002 data for the senior class of 2004 show that students whose 

parents had a high school education or less had much lower aspirations than students with 

parents who had at least some college or more (Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:16).

Table 3.2. Educational plans by parents’ education: Class of 2004

Parent Level of 
Education

High 
School or 

Less

Some
college

Bachelor’s
Degree

Graduate
Degree

Don’t know

High School or Less 9.4% 27.2% 29.8% 2 2 .0 % 11.5%

Some College 5.1% 20.9% 35.6% 29.4% 9.0%

College graduate 2 .6 % 12 .6 % 38.5% 40.1% 6 .2 %

Graduate or 
Professional Degree

1.5% 6 .8% 28.1% 57.9% 5.6%

Source: Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:16

The level of parental encouragement and support is another significant variable 

influencing students’ plans. This encouragement is measured by how often parents talk 

with their student about their expectations and hopes for the future, while parental 

support refers to tangible actions such as saving for children’s college or taking them on 

campus visits (Hossler et al. 1999:24).

The importance of parental encouragement noted by Hossler is reinforced by a 

2004 study by the non-profit research group Public Agenda of young adults ages 18-25. 

This study found those who went to work without a college degree were much less likely 

to say that their parents strongly expected them to go to college (Johnson et al. 2005:19). 

Ethnicity

Student aspirations vary based on their ethnicity. The most recent ELS:2002 data, 

reinforced by previous large-scale studies of aspirations such as the National Education
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Longitudinal Study of 1988, show that minority students, with the exception of Asians, 

have lower aspirations than white students.

Table 3.3. Educational plans by race/ethnicity: Class of 200^___________
High School 

or Less
Some

college
Bachelor’s

Degree
Graduate or 
Professional 

Degree

Don’t
know

American Indian or 
Alaska Native

6 .8 % 21.3% 26.5% 30.9% 14.5%

Asian/Pacific Islander 2.5% 10.4% 32.7% 47.6% 6.9%

Black or African 
American

5.0% 18.8% 32.1% 35.3% 8 .8%

Hispanic or Latino 6.4% 23.1% 28.2% 28.8% 13.5%

More than one race 6 .1% 16.3% 36.4% 30.6% 10.7%

White 4.7% 17.3% 35.1% 35.9% 7.0%

Source: Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:16 

Student ability

Not surprisingly, students’ ability and achievement are related to their 

postsecondary plans. A higher GPA translates into higher educational aspirations 

(Hossler et al. 1999:25; McDonough 1997:4). Shepard et al. (1992) place GPA second 

to parental expectation in predicting students’ postsecondary plans (Shepard et al. 

1992:16). The NCES ELS 2002 surveys show that students’ educational expectations are 

connected to such academic indicators as taking college entrance exams, never repeating 

a grade, or the level of math completed (U.S. Department of Education 2006b:60). Also, 

student involvement in high school activities is linked to higher aspirations (Hossler and 

Stage 1992:442).



However, what develops these characteristics that lead to a high GPA and 

participation in school activities? The same factors that influence aspiration also 

predispose students to such school achievements, primarily students’ family background. 

In a review of research on academic achievement, Steinberg (1999) states, 

“ ...adolescents’ achievement is directly related to the level of achievement that their 

parents expect them to attain” (Steinberg 1999:377). This expectation is seen in parents 

who set high standards for school performance, encourage success at school, and are 

involved in their child’s education (Steinberg 1999:377). Hossler and Stage found the 

level of parental education had a direct effect not only on children’s aspirations but also 

on their GPA and participation in school activities (Hossler and Stage 1992:444). 

Significant others

Beyond the primacy of parents on aspirations, students’ plans tend to reflect those 

of their friends (Deosaran 1975:74). For example, students with a circle of friends who 

achieve high grades and have college aspirations are more likely to have better grades 

and plan on going to college, too (Steinberg 1999:379; Hossler et al. 1999:25). However, 

peers might not trump family characteristics as they have been found to have less of an 

impact on aspirations than parents (Hossler et al. 1999:25). Steinberg notes that family 

environment in turn influences students’ peer group choice, and peers have a “small but 

significant” influence on college plans (Steinberg 1999:379).

Somewhat surprisingly, the influence of counselors and teachers on students’ 

aspirations appears rather minimal. In a longitudinal study, Hossler et al. found no 

relationship between talking with teachers and counselors and student aspirations



(Hossler et al. 1999:25). This is reinforced by the nationwide NCES ELS:2002 study that 

found nearly one-third of the high school sophomores surveyed reported not receiving 

postsecondary advice from their school teachers and counselors (Ingels, Bums, et al. 

2005:133). A separate 2004 survey of young people ages 18-25 found students perceived 

their school counselor as being too busy and inaccessible, only focusing on the college 

bound kids who sought them out (Johnson et al. 2005).

Gender

Student aspirations vary by gender. In short, female students have higher 

educational aspirations than males. The ELS:2002 surveys found many more females 

(41.2 percent) planned on going to graduate school compared with o f boys at 28.8 percent 

(U.S. Department of Education 2006b: 16). This is in contrast to the more than twice the 

number of boys (6.9 percent) who planned on only obtaining a high school degree or less 

compared with females (3.1 percent).

Table 3.4. Educational plans by gender: C lass of 2004
High School 

or Less
Some

college
Bachelor’s

Degree
Graduate or 
Professional 

Degree

Don’t
know

Male 6.9% 2 0 .6 % 34.4% 28.8% 9.4%
Female 3.1% 15.6% 32.7% 41.2% 7.4%
Source: U.S. Department of Education 2006b: 159.

These findings are consistent with other studies that show males are falling behind 

females in educational attainment. For example, in a 1987 Indiana study, Hossler and 

Stage (1992) found that in addition to higher aspirations, female students had higher 

GPAs and a greater involvement in school activities (Hossler and Stage 1992:444). They



are also consistent with national statistics that reveal that more girls, 57 percent of 

undergraduate enrollment, are now going to college than boys (Peter and Horn 2005:iii).

Likewise, females have higher occupational aspirations. In the NCES ELS:2002 

study, female sophomores were more likely to aspire to a professional occupation, 

especially a profession requiring a Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree. The 

professional gender gap appears more pronounced amongst minorities; a 16.6 percent gap 

for African American and Latino students compared with 14.6 for White students and a 

national percentage of 15.3 percent (Ingels, Bums, et al. 2005:137-138).

Table 3.5. Professional occupation aspirations by race and gender _______________
Total White African

American
Latino

Female 52.4% 52.5% 58.1% 45.6%
Male 37.1% 37.9% 41.5% 29.0%
Source: Ingels, Bums, et al. 2005:137-138.

In non-professional fields, males are more likely to aspire to technical and craft 

fields, protective services, and the military while females tend towards the service 

industry. In addition, males are more likely to be undecided about their future 

occupations (Ingels, Bums, et al. 2005:138).

Section 3.2. Theoretical models

The following section outlines how educational researchers and anthropologists 

have applied the variables outlined above to develop theoretical models for explaining 

differences in academic outcomes. The first includes status attainment models that 

focuse primarily on socioeconomic influences, and the second shows cultural models that 

emphasizes the culture in which a student grows up. While most of these theories were 

initially developed to understand student achievement, the link between outcome and



aspiration makes them relevant for understanding the process through which aspirations 

are formed (Kao and Tienda 1998:353).

Status attainment model

Status attainment refers to the ways people use their available resources to gain 

socially or economically (Lin 2001:78). Status attainment models of aspiration explain 

the variation in students’ choices by looking at the effects of socioeconomic status and 

class membership on their plans for the future. This model has been the dominant 

paradigm for explaining educational and occupational attainment (Kao and Tienda 

1998:351).

Application of the status attainment process to student choices is often associated 

first with the work of William Sewell in what is referred to as the Wisconsin Model of 

status attainment. This model, based on a 1957 study of Wisconsin high school students, 

proposes that socioeconomic status directly affects the expectations of significant others 

in a students’ lives such as parents, teachers, and peers. These expectations then directly 

affect student aspirations, as the student internalizes the expectations of these significant 

others and they become the student’s aspirations (Sewell et al. 1969:88; Morgan 

2005:36).

It is from the direct effect of socioeconomic status on significant other’s 

expectations that Sewell and Shah write .the dictum -that the higher the level of 

socioeconomic status the higher the level of educational aspirations is generally true, 

even after sex, intelligence, and parental encouragement are controlled” (Sewell and Shah 

1968:570). In an extensive review of existing literature on student aspirations, Deosaran



writes, “In spite of different perspectives, it became quite evident.. .that social class, in 

whatever way deduced, was crucially linked to students’ postsecondary intentions and 

enrollment” (Deosaran 1975:11).

Because the status attainment framework starts from the assumption that family 

SES determines students’ options, the model can then be used to explain group 

differences in aspirations: such differences are a reflection of society’s socioeconomic 

inequities. For example, white students are typically from higher SES backgrounds than 

most minority students, thus they hold higher aspirations (Kao and Tienda 1998:352).

Building on the status attainment framework for analyzing the decisions students 

make after high school is an economic model that uses basic economic principles: 

students make choices based on a cost-benefit analysis of their options (Kao and Tienda 

1998:352). Like the more general status attainment framework, the economic model 

bases the decision-making process on a student’s available resources.

In this model, a student assigns a value to an option, for example, earning college 

degree. The student then looks at what it will cost to get this degree, which can include 

direct monetary costs like tuition expenses, or more indirect quality of life costs such as 

leaving family and friends to go live at a college campus. The student weighs the 

perceived costs against the potential benefits of college, and does the same with other 

options such as joining the military or getting a job. Finally, after weighing the options, 

the student makes the decision that maximizes the benefits and minimizes the costs. 

Perhaps the cost of leaving family outweighs the perceived benefits of a college degree, 

so the student chooses to stay home and get a job after high school rather than to college.



Criticism of the status attainment framework

Although widely used, the status attainment model is criticized because it relies 

primarily on an SES rubric and does not take into account more complex racial and 

ethnic factors (Kao and Tienda 1998:352). For example, Ogbu is critical of using SES as 

the primary indicator, citing the example that on average, African American students do 

less well than white students of the same social class, indicating that factors in addition to 

socioeconomic status affect student outcomes (Ogbu 1991:6). In addition, theories based 

solely on the premise that social and economic conditions of society reproduce 

themselves do not explain why some children in low SES communities succeed 

academically, or why some children in culturally dominated groups do well in school 

(Nieto 2000:238). A criticism of the economic cost-benefit analysis model for explaining 

the choices students make is that such an approach assumes that all students have equal 

information access, or that students will make rational choices once they weigh the costs 

and benefits of their actions (Hossler et al. 1999:142-144).

Cultural frameworks

The second general category for explaining variation in student aspirations uses 

cultural explanations. This cultural framework builds on the assumption that in order to 

understand group differences in achievement (and by extension, aspiration) it is necessary 

to understand the cultural context in which students grow up. The cultural framework 

describes barriers to educational and occupational attainment that exist beyond the 

socioeconomic indicators of the status attainment tradition (Kao and Tienda 1998:353).



Cultural discontinuity

Cultural discontinuity theory holds that school success or failure is caused by the 

extent to which a student’s home culture is consistent with school culture. If these two 

cultures are dissimilar, that is if the experiences, skills, and values of the home are 

different than those of the school, the result will be a “cultural clash” that leads to student 

failure in school (Nieto 2000:236). This paradigm has given rise to recent emphasis on 

multicultural education curriculum and instruction that promotes “culturally relevant 

teaching.”

However, the cultural discontinuity model fails to explain why some culturally 

different groups are high achieving. For example, Gibson and Bachu describe the 

success o f Punjabi Sikh youth in California whose home culture differs dramatically from 

the dominant school culture (Gibson and Bachu 1991:63), or, why what appear to be 

culturally inappropriate learning environments for a particular group of children can be 

highly successful, such as the success of Catholic schools with African American and 

Latino children (Nieto 2000:245). This phenomenon was also noted in the success of 

Alaska Native children attending a Catholic boarding school in rural Alaska (Kleinfeld 

1979).

Cultural perceptions of school

Educational anthropologist John Ogbu uses a cultural frame of reference to study 

variations in educational outcomes. According to Ogbu, different segments of society 

have their own cultural models for understanding how society works and their place in it; 

models which serve as guides for perceptions and actions, including in education (Ogbu



1991:7). Different cultural models result in different interpretations of schooling (Ogbu 

1991:6).

Ogbu uses this theory to explain variability within minority groups, classifying 

them as either immigrant or involuntary minorities depending on their history of 

incorporation into the dominant society. Immigrant minorities, such as the Punjabi Sikhs 

mentioned above, moved to their present societies voluntarily in search of better 

opportunities, whereas involuntary minorities were brought, conquered, or colonized, 

such as the case for African slaves or Native Americans (Ogbu 1991:9). These terms of 

incorporation or frames of reference result in different cultural models that affect 

academic achievement.

According to the cultural model held by voluntary immigrant minority groups, 

education leads to a better life and cultural discontinuities between theirs and the 

dominant culture their children experience at school are barriers to overcome. They 

selectively hold on to elements of their own cultural identity while assimilating useful 

aspects of the mainstream culture. The result is high educational attainment and 

aspirations.

In contrast, involuntary minorities do not perceive education as leading to 

success. This cultural model is a product of a history of unequal returns to education in 

comparison to members of the dominant culture, for example in terms of job access and 

pay. Over time a group perception develops that discrimination is institutionalized and 

cannot be eliminated by education (Ogbu 1991:24). Cultural discontinuities are not 

barriers to overcome but markers of group identity that are to be maintained and an



“oppositional identity” develops. Adopting the values or behavior of the dominant 

culture, such as high academic performance, threatens this identity and is discouraged by 

peers (Ogbu 1991:8-27). In sum, the cultural model of involuntary minorities creates the 

shared group understanding that education does not equal economic success, which is 

then translated into behaviors that lead to low attainment and aspirations (Kao and 

Tienda:354).

Ogbu’s theories are not without criticism, including for the broad generalizations 

they make regarding academic failure, not being able to account for those involuntary 

minorities who are high achieving (Foster 2004:377), and for not fully understanding the 

influence of racial identity (Harpalanini and Gunn 2003).

Cultural capital and habitus

The cultural capital model uses the cultural side of social class to explain the 

factors that influence students’ aspirations. This model proposes that, in addition to 

economic assets, parents transmit capital to their children in the form of values, 

resources, and information (McDonough 1997:8). The cultural capital transmitted by 

upper and middle class parents includes a high value of college education and the 

information necessary to obtain one. The child then converts this cultural capital into a 

means to attaining a secure middle and upper class future.

Intrinsic to cultural capital is Bourdieu’s use o f the concept of habitus, referred to 

in Chapter 2. Through the lens of their habitus, children develop aspirations.

McDonough (1997) extends the impact of habitus to include family, community, and 

organizations such as schools, arguing that school climate creates an organizational



habitus that shapes students aspirations (McDonough 1997:10). It is cultural capital and 

habitus that Pike (1970) encapsulates: “if the educational sociologist is so minded, he 

may have a hard time isolating the direct effects of low income per se from the 

cumulative effects of those various cultural and institutional factors with which low 

family income is associated” (Pike 1970:99, quoted in Deosaran 1975:50).

The model of cultural capital and concept of habitus help explain the 

overwhelming parental influence on the aspirations of their children.

Section 3.3. Framework of thesis

This thesis primarily uses the cultural framework, combining Ogbu’s cultural 

perception of school model with cultural capital and habitus worldview through which 

children develop their aspirations. The reason for choosing this framework is that, due to 

cultural differences between the sample students’ culture and mainstream American 

society, students’ culture became inseparably connected to the choices they were making 

as they thought about what to do after they graduated from high school.

All the students in the study sample were Alaska Native from small rural villages 

and had grown up in a world quite different from what other youth experience. Because 

of the limited options in these small villages, as students thought about the future, most 

career and educational choices meant leaving home, family, community, and culture to 

go to an urban area where things were quite different and unfamiliar. Students grew up 

in a world where high school was a relatively new phenomenon, where people drove four 

wheelers and snowmobiles rather than cars, where subsistence hunting, fishing, and 

gathering activities were integral parts of life, where older relatives did not speak English



as their first language, and where few people had postsecondary education. These and 

more factors, described in detail in Chapter 4 of this thesis, created important cultural 

perceptions of school and a unique habitus that must be taken into account when 

examining students’ aspirations.

The next chapter discusses research methods used in data collection for this

thesis.
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Chapter 4 Methods

The following section describes the decisions involved in choosing a study 

design, a sampling technique, data collection methods, and data analysis procedures. It 

also describes sample communities and discusses limitations to the data.

Section 4.1. Study design

This is a cross-sectional exploratory study with primarily qualitative data 

collection and analysis methods. Data was collected through semi-structured, qualitative 

interviews. Although the data for this thesis comes from a cross-sectional research 

design, it lays the groundwork for a longitudinal panel study that follows the sample for 

three years as they transition from school to adult life.

Using the data collected, this thesis seeks to develop a grounded theory for 

understanding why some students have direction and others are drifting after high school 

(Glaser and Strauss 1967). As an exploratory study seeking to understand a 

phenomenon, a qualitative approach is most appropriate (Adler and Clark 2003:497).

The research was inductive, starting with data collection and then moving to 

generalizations and theories during data analysis. This analysis began by taking a holistic 

look at the interviews, looking for general themes and patterns in the seniors’ plans for 

life after high school and their influences. Findings that emerged from the initial analysis 

led to new ideas and directions for further examination. Specific research questions 

began to crystallize. New variables were identified and codes created to measure them, 

and the process started over again. Through this recursive and data-generated procedure 

of coding and recoding, concepts and themes emerged.



Section 4.2. Data collection

The data for this thesis comes primarily from 20 question, semi-structured, free 

response interviews with 49 Alaska Native high school seniors in three western Alaska 

villages. The interviews were conducted in spring 2005, about two weeks prior to the 

students’ high school graduation day. For confidentiality purposes, these villages are 

referred to in this thesis as Community A, Community B, and Community C.

Three University of Alaska Fairbanks graduate students did the fieldwork. Each 

traveled to a community and spent from two days to one week in the school interviewing 

members of the senior class. Each interview was digitally recorded and usually lasted 

about half an hour.

Using a qualitative interview method is a departure from previous studies on rural 

Alaska student aspirations that used primarily closed response questionnaires (see 

McDiarmid and Kleinfeld 1982; Hamilton and Seyfrit 1993). Such questionnaires are 

useful for measuring students’ stated aspirations and can reach a large sample size (not to 

mention being more cost effective and requiring less time consuming data analysis). 

However in-person, qualitative interviews are more able to reveal the students’ mindsets 

and how students formed their stated aspirations and to what extent the student believes 

in them.

The Institutional Review Board of the University of Alaska Fairbanks, school 

districts, and individual schools approved the research design and interview questions. 

Consent forms were used with all students, who were paid $10 for their participation.



The research was conducted as part of a much larger project studying gender disparities 

in higher education.

Section 4.3. Sample choice and description of sample schools

To ensure that sample schools and their communities remain anonymous, 

identifiable descriptions and statistics are not used in this report. The schools were 

chosen on the larger project’s criteria of being on the State of Alaska’s Department of 

Education and Early Development’s list of low performing schools not meeting Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) in school year 2003-2004. Although the communities were 

originally chosen based on criteria for another study with a different research focus, they 

are appropriate examples of Alaska’s rural village schools and well suited for studying 

rural students’ post-high school plans. Many rural schools in regions that are primarily 

Alaska Native struggle to meet AYP. For example, in Calista region of western Alaska, 

where 95 percent of students are Alaska Native, 41 out of 54 schools (76 percent) did not 

meet AYP. In the Northwest Arctic region, 91 percent of students are Alaska Native and 

10 out of 13 schools (77 percent) did not make AYP (McDowell Group 2005:2,61).

Like most rural communities, all three villages are off the road system, meaning 

all transportation in and out is done primarily via small airplane. And, like many rural 

Alaska villages, these communities experience high rates of poverty and unemployment. 

Due to their remote location and harsh climate, they face expensive infrastructure 

challenges for delivering water and sanitation services. They are also characterized by 

high rates of substance abuse and suicide, the latter a problem especially amongst the 

young people.



All three communities are in the same census area and school district, the same 

Native regional corporation, and share the same Alaska Native cultural background.

Many of the older adults do not speak English as their first language, and subsistence 

hunting, fishing, and gathering remain an important part of life and a supplement to 

expensive processed food that must be flown in.

The schools in the three communities have the common challenges of low 

graduation rates and test scores that most schools in rural Alaska share, as demonstrated 

by their making the AYP list as mentioned above.

While there are many similarities among the three villages, differences exist. One 

is in their population size. For anonymity’s sake, specific population statistics are not 

used here. Community A had the smallest population in the 300-600 range, B in the 

middle with 600-900 people, and C the largest at 900-1200. Qualitative differences exist 

as well. Community A is considered a more “traditional” village, meaning that in 

comparison to other villages, more people (including school-age children) still speak their 

Native language and continue to engage in traditional subsistence activities. Community 

C has a reputation for having more social problems than the other two.

During the fieldwork, interviewers observed that each school had a different 

ethos. Sometimes a school’s staff would go out of their way to help the UAF graduate 

student interviewer, while at another school personnel would resent the disruption and 

merely tolerate their presence. One school was well maintained and had colorful student 

projects posted in the hallways. Another school used multiple deadbolts, chained 

padlocks, and steel wedge bars to lock the school at night due to constant break-ins. In



another, the bathrooms were filthy, hallways were under-lit, and common areas were 

strewn with trash. These differences in ethos were reflected in qualitative differences 

came through in the student interviews, such as varying levels of enthusiasm, hope, and 

curiosity depending on the village.

An original goal of this thesis research was to examine these qualitative 

community, school, and student differences, but to be done correctly this would take a 

much more fieldwork and a much deeper understanding of each village and school than a 

cross sectional research design allows. Also, the student sample size is quite small when 

looking at individual villages. The decision was made for this thesis to analyze students’ 

plans by looking at the total sample, only noting general community differences.

Section 4.5. Data limitations

This study includes only three of the many communities in rural Alaska that are 

spread over thousands of miles, each with a different climate, economy, history, and 

culture. While the three communities are appropriate examples, they do not make a 

representative sample, and a total sample size of 49 students is small. In addition, three 

different graduate students conducted the interviews, each with his or her own style. 

While each interviewer followed the same guide and procedure, it was a semi-structured 

interview that would take a slightly different path depending on how the interviewee 

responded. Depending on the individual interviewer’s style and the individual student’s 

responsiveness, the data collected varied in depth and richness. Because of these 

limitations, the results are most useful for the macro level trends and patterns that 

emerged and the larger mechanisms they describe, not the micro level statistics.



Since enrollment in the three sample schools was quite small, sampling was not 

necessary. All available seniors were interviewed, and response rates were quite high at 

about 88 percent. No one refused to be interviewed; the only reason for the few missed 

students was because they were not in school during the days of the interviewer’s visit. 

A total of 49 students were interviewed, with 27 boys (55 percent) and 22 girls (45 

percent).

Section 4.6. Sampling size and technique

Table 4.1. Study sample
Males Females Total

Community A 7 4 11

Community B 3 3 6

Community C 17 15 32

Total 27 (55%) 22 (45%) 49

One hundred percent of the high school seniors interviewed for this study were 

Alaska Native, a reflection of the demographics in western Alaska village schools. Often 

the only non-Native students in these villages are the schoolteachers’ children, who are 

usually in the elementary grades. According to Alaska Department of Education and 

Early Development statistics for the study year 2004-2005, only one non-Native high 

school senior was enrolled in the three schools in the sample (Alaska Department of 

Education and Early Development 2005). This student was absent during the time when 

the interviews took place.



Section 4.7. The interview

Interviews were conducted individually during the school day in any available 

room or quiet comer of the school building. The interview began with the general open- 

ended question, “What are you thinking about doing after you finish high school?” 

Depending on their plan, students were asked questions to determine if it was a vague 

hope or a thought-through, realistic plan. Next, the students were asked about the 

influences of parents, teachers, counselors, and peers, their attitudes about school and the 

necessity of more education. The interviewer then summarized the plan back to the 

student to be sure he or she understood the student’s aspiration correctly (see Appendix).

The interview concluded with more specific questions about the types of jobs the 

students were thinking about doing and what their ideal life would look like. Moving 

from questions that were open-ended and general to specific and pointed allowed the 

interviews to capture students’ initial thoughts and aspirations, and later measure the 

extent to which these plans were clear and logical, and if the student had thought through 

how to attain their aspiration.

Section 4.8. Data reduction and analysis

The data reduction and analysis process followed qualitative data analysis 

methods outlined by Adler and Clark (2003). Notes on student background information 

and interviewer observations were taken during fieldwork. All interviews were recorded 

with a Marantz digital recorder and coded using a preliminary coding guide with greater 

than 90 percent inter-rater reliability.



Following this initial pass through the data, the codes were developed inductively 

as patterns began to emerge and new variables were identified and previous studies 

consulted. Through this process, new nominal and ordinal variables were identified, new 

coding guides created, and the interviews were listened to a second and in some cases a 

third and fourth time to ensure accuracy. With over 22 hours of recordings to listen 

through, each recursive pass through the data was quite a time commitment.

Excel spreadsheets were used for memos and displaying data. After all the 

categories and their variables were identified, the statistical software program SPSS was 

used to obtain basic frequencies. While the purpose of the study and the small sample 

size did not lend itself to complex statistical analysis, SPSS was helpful in recognizing 

patterns and frequencies.

Next, the interview and data analysis findings are discussed.



Chapter 5 Findings

The objective of this study is to examine the post-high school plans of rural 

Alaska Native high school seniors in three communities by describing their educational 

and occupational aspirations, exploring explanations for the high number of students with 

unstructured and vague post-high school plans, and identifying characteristics of those 

students who had made deliberate plans and had begun to implement them. The 

following section presents study findings.

Section 5.1 of the findings is a summary analysis of aspirations as stated by 

students, beginning with students’ specific job aspirations followed by their stated 

aspirations to college, vocational school, and the military.

Section 5.2 identifies students with direction and students who are drifting using 

codes measuring (1) the extent to which the student has thought through his or her plan, 

(2) the overall clarity of the student’s plan, and (3) whether or not the student has taken 

steps towards realizing his or her plan.

Section 5.3 examines explanatory variables that shed light on the influences 

behind students’ aspirations and the extent of their planning. These explanatory variables 

include the influence of significant others (family, school counselors, and peers), 

involvement in school or community activities, attitudes towards education, migration 

from home village, participation in subsistence, and delaying decisions.

Section 5.4 examines themes and patterns by coding students as either drifting or 

having direction and measuring against all explanatory influencing variables. The



findings from the 2006 follow-up interviews are included as an epilogue at the end of this 

thesis.

Section 5.1. Students’ stated aspirations

Part I presents summaries of aspirations for career occupations and postsecondary 

education as stated by students.

Key findings and themes: All students wanted to go to either vocational school or 

college and most had career aspirations that required postsecondary education or 

training. Boys were interested in going to vocational school or the military and wanted 

jobs in construction and maintenance occupations. Girls were more interested in going 

to college and wanted professional jobs in healthcare and education. Many students said 

they were planning to “take a year o ff” after high school before making decisions about 

the future.

Students’ occupational aspirations

Students were asked open-ended questions about the types of jobs they would like 

to do in the future. Most students had jobs in mind, and those who did not initially have a 

response would often have an answer by the end of the interview. All but five students 

were able to list at least one job they were thinking about doing, and many listed 

numerous jobs. These multiple and varied job ideas suggest these were not well- 

developed plans.

The result of using a free response questioning method was a wide spectrum of 

jobs that proved quite challenging to categorize. Students were not restricted to a 

predetermined range of options; they could name any and all jobs they were thinking



about pursuing. Identifying these jobs required a degree of prior knowledge of the local 

economy to recognize what job the student was referring to. Rural Alaska has a large 

government and social services sector known for its alphabet soup of acronyms. For 

example, students might say they were planning on getting a job at the “P.O.” (post 

office), the “T.C.” (tribal council office), the “A.C.” (grocery store chain) or the acronym 

of the regional healthcare provider. Asking for clarification on the acronyms could slow 

or derail the interview. Occasionally the student would not know what the initials stood

Each specific job mentioned by a student was classified according to the U.S. 

Census Bureau’s Census 2000 Index of Occupations (U.S. Census Bureau 2006), and 

placed in the corresponding Standard Occupational Classification by major group and 

category using the U.S. Department of Labor-Bureau of Labor Statistics coding system 

(U.S. Department of Labor 2006). Using standardized methods of classification allowed 

the data to be compared with findings from previous studies and from national statistics. 

It also enabled such random job aspirations as “image consultant” to be classified.

In the total sample (both genders, all three communities), students were most 

often thinking about jobs in the broad categories of Management, Professional, and 

Related Occupations; Construction, Extraction, and Maintenance Occupations; and 

Military Specific Occupations (Table 5.1). Within these broad categories, common jobs 

were in the major groups of Construction and Extraction; Military; Education, Training, 

and Library; and Healthcare Practitioner.
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Table 5.1. Standard occupational category and tota sample
Total (N=49) Percent

Management, Professional, and Related 26 53%
Service Occupations 13 27%
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 4 8%
Construction, Extraction, and Maintenance 24 49%
Production, Transportation, and Material Moving 10 20%
Military Specific 19 39%
Don’t know 3 6%
Other 2 4%

Occupations and gender

Student occupational aspirations varied significantly by gender (Tables 5.2, 5.3). 

Boys were much more likely to list numerous jobs they were thinking about, while girls 

would be more focused on just one or maybe two jobs. In total, boys mentioned 87 

different possible jobs while the girls mentioned only 36. A good example is a boy who 

was thinking about either becoming a mechanic, a welder, a janitor at the school, a 

construction worker, or joining the National Guard. Another boy from the same 

community had an eclectic mix of aspirations to be a teacher, a plumber, an electrician, a 

youth program coordinator, and a storeowner. Compare these boys’ responses to the 

typical girls’ response which would include only “nurse” or maybe “teacher or nurse.”
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Table 5.2. Standard occupational category: Male
Total Male 

(n=27) % Male
Construction, Extraction, and Maintenance 19 70%
Military Specific 16 59%
Management, Professional, and Related 12 44%
Production, Transportation, and Material Moving 9 33%
Service Occupations 7 26%
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 3 11%
Other 2 7%
Don’t know 0 -

Table 5.3. Standard occupational category: Female
Total Female 

(n=22) % Female
Management, Professional, and Related 14 64%
Service Occupations 6 27%
Construction, Extraction, and Maintenance 5 23%
Don’t know 3 14%
Military Specific 3 14%
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 1 5%
Production, Transportation, and Material Moving 1 5%
Other 0 -

Because males listed so many more jobs than females, it was necessary to sort by 

gender when analyzing specific occupational aspirations. Joining the military was the 

boys most frequently mentioned career aspiration, primarily the Army National Guard 

(Table 5.4). However, it is quite possible these boys were not looking to the Guard as 

their full time career, but rather as a supplement to seasonal work. For example, one boy 

was thinking about the Guard as a part time job to save money for college or a new 

snowmachine. Often it was difficult for the interviewer to understand just what a student



considering, as they would bounce between job ideas and hold simultaneous plans for 

professional and vocational careers.

The second most common potential jobs for males were in the Construction, 

Extraction, and Maintenance fields, such as heavy equipment operator, carpenter, and 

electrician. When looking at total individual male jobs, airplane pilot, classified in the 

Transportation and Material Moving occupational category, was also frequently 

mentioned, along with the Management, Professional, and Related job of teacher.

Table 5.4. Most frequently mentioned jobs: Males

Job
Total Male 

(n=27) Percent

National Guard 14 52%

Carpenter 13 48%

Heavy Equipment Operator 8 30%

Pilot 7 26%

Teacher 7 26%

Electrician 5 19%

Most of the girls’ jobs were in the Management, Professional, and Related 

categories of Healthcare Practitioner and Education, Training, and Library. Frequently 

mentioned jobs were nurse, teacher, doctor, and health aide (Table 5.5). A few of the 

girls were thinking about careers in the trades, such as electrician or carpenter. Girls 

were less likely than boys to have a specific job aspiration, often responding, “I don’t 

know” to the interview questions about possible jobs they would like to do.
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Table 5.5. Most frequently mentioned jobs: Females
Total Female 

(n=22) Percent
Nurse 6 27%
Teacher 4 18%
Don't Know 3 14%
Health Aide 2 9%
Doctor 2 9%
Carpenter 2 9%
Mechanic 2 9%
National Guard 2 9%

Occupations and community

Students’ occupational aspirations did not differ significantly by location. 

Healthcare and education remained popular choices for the girls in all communities, 

although the jobs within these categories varied slightly. For the males, jobs in the 

military, construction and extraction, and transportation fields were popular in every 

village although the specific jobs within these industries clustered by community in 

reflection of variations in local economies. For example, proportionately more boys were 

thinking about becoming heavy equipment operators in Community C, where there had 

been on-going road construction. Community A had no road work going on, but had a 

large housing project and proportionately more boys were thinking about becoming 

carpenters. These boys’ ideas were influenced by their surroundings, reminiscent of 

Haller and Verkler’s theory that rural students’ aspirations reflect the rural economy and 

labor market context in which they grow up; that “adolescents aspire to what they know 

or can imagine” (Haller and Verkler 1993:171).



Educational aspirations

Students were asked about their thoughts and plans regarding more education 

after high school. All students envisioned some sort of postsecondary education program 

(Table 5.6). Sixty-one percent of students in the sample were considering college, and 63 

percent were thinking about vocational training. Twenty-four percent of students were 

envisioning both going to college and to vocational training. This finding that almost one 

fourth of the students were simultaneously thinking about a vocational training and 

college is an indication of their vague ideas for life after high school.

Table 5.6. Students’ postsecondary aspirations
Total Sam]pie (N=49)

Aspiration Total # Total %
College 30 61%
Vocational training 31 63%
Both college and vocational 12 24%
Any post-secondary 49 100%

College aspirations

Those who wanted to go to college mentioned the University of Alaska Fairbanks 

(UAF) and the University of Alaska Anchorage (UAA) most frequently (Table 5.7). 

Several private parochial colleges in Alaska came up as well. Only one student was 

considering an out-of-state college. No student mentioned a rural branch campus. At 

times, students would say they were planning on going to college, but did not have a 

specific institution in mind.
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Table 5.7. Individual colleges and universities
Total College (n=30)

College Total # Total %
UA Fairbanks 11 37%
UA Anchorage 10 33%
"College" unspecified 5 17%
Alaska Christian College 3 10%
Alaska Bible College 2 7%
Sheldon Jackson 2 7%
Out of State 1 3%

The specific colleges chosen tended to cluster by community. For example, the 

students thinking about college in Community A were focused on UAA, while students in 

Community C clustered around UAF.

College and gender

As shown in Table 5.8, overall college aspirations differed strikingly by gender. 

About 20 percent more of the girls (73 percent) were thinking about going to college than 

the boys (52 percent). Both genders looked to the large state universities at Fairbanks 

and Anchorage, although the boys’ most popular choice was UAA and more girls 

preferred UAF. In addition, girls were more likely to be considering one of the parochial 

schools such as Alaska Christian College or Alaska Bible College.

Table 5.8. College aspirations by gender
Total Sample

(N=49)
Total Male 

(n=27)
Total Female 

(n=22)
Aspiration # % # % # %
College 30 61% 14 52% 16 73%



The majority of students (63 percent) were considering vocational training (Table 

5.9). By far the most popular vocational training program was Job Corps, mentioned by 

71 percent of the students with vocational aspirations. Alaska Vocational Technical 

Center (AVTEC) was the next popular with 19 percent. Students also looked to the 

military to provide technical training, and to flight school to learn to be a pilot. Specific 

training programs tended to cluster slightly by community; in one village, more students 

would mention AVTEC or Job Corps than in another.

Vocational training

Table 5.9. Vocational aspirations by gender
Total Sample 

(N=49)
Total Male 

(n=27)
Total Female 

(n=22)
# % # % # %

Vocational 31 63% 20 74% 11 50%

Vocational training and gender

In contrast to college aspirations, more of the boys (74 percent) than girls (50 

percent) were considering vocational training (Table 5.9). Of the fifty percent of girls 

who wanted vocational training, the vast majority (91 percent) clustered around Job 

Corps. The boys, while looking to primarily Job Corps (60 percent), were more spread 

out in their choices including AVTEC and flight school (Table 5.10). Several boys said 

they were planning to “go training” without specifying a training program. They were 

not sure where, they just wanted to go.
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Table 5.10. Individual vocational programs by gender
Total sample with 

vocational 
aspirations 

(n=30)

Total males with 
vocational 
aspirations 

_ (n=14)

Total females with 
vocational 
aspirations 

(n=16)
# % # % # %

Job Corps 22 71% 12 60% 10 91%
AVTEC 6 19% 3 15% 3 27%
Military Provided 4 13% 4 20% 0 -

"Training" unspecified 4 13% 4 20% 0 _
Flight School 3 10% 3 15% 0 -

Comparisons to national and state statistics

Demographic indicators from nationwide studies on aspirations from the National 

Center for Educational Statistics and other studies predict that the educational aspirations 

students in this study should be lower than average. Nationally, the frequently named 

characteristics of lower aspirations include being of low socioeconomic status, from a 

rural area, being a minority, and having parents with low educational attainment. These 

students were all Alaska Native from remote villages in a region where unemployment is 

high and poverty rates are almost double the national average. About 5 percent of parents 

in the sample had a bachelor’s degree compared with a national average of about 28 

percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2005).

Virtually all the students in the sample aspired to some sort of postsecondary 

education, compared with the total national average of 87 percent reported by the NCES 

(U.S. Department of Education 2006b:60). Sixty-one percent of students in the sample 

were considering college, compared to a national average of 69 percent (U.S. Department 

of Education 2006b:60). Students in the sample had higher aspirations than the 79
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percent average for American Indian/Alaska Natives who aspire to postsecondary 

education and the 57 percent aspire to college (Ingels, Planty, et al. 2005:16).

Previous research on rural Alaska Native student aspirations shows findings 

similar to those found in this study. As reviewed in Chapter 2, McDiarmid and Kleinfeld 

found 72 percent wanted to go to college and majority were thinking about jobs in 

professional occupations (McDiarmid and Kleinfeld 1982:7,13,30). Seyfrit and Hamilton 

found a range of college aspirations in their research, from 72 percent (Seyfrit and 

Hamilton 1997:145), 78 percent (Seyfrit et al. 1998:354), and 43 percent (Seyfrit and 

Hamilton 1992:59) depending on the region.

Military aspirations

The military was a popular option for the students in this study with 39 percent of 

the total sample considering joining (Table 5.11). The Army National Guard was the 

most frequently mentioned branch and was the number one potential occupational choice. 

However, only a few students had formally enlisted at the time the interviews were 

conducted. In a sign of the times, it was not uncommon for students to say they 

considered joining the guard, but decided not to because of the on-going war in Iraq.

There were significant gender differences with regards to military aspirations, 84 

percent were male, representing 59 percent of the male sample. Only 14 percent of 

females were considering the military.

Table 5.11. Military plans and gender
Total Sample 

(N=49)
Total Male 

(n=27)
Total Female 

(n=22)
# % # % # %

Military 19 39% 16 59% 3 14%



Delaying education and decisions: “Take a year o f f ’

A common theme that emerged from the interviews was putting off preparations 

and decisions regarding what to do after high school, instead choosing to “wait and see 

what happens” or “take a year off.” Of the total sample, 65 percent said they would delay 

post-high school actions and decisions, boys and girls in equal numbers (Table 5.12). For 

those with college and vocational aspirations, 60 percent and 68 percent respectively 

were planning to delay or “take a year off.” Students interested in the military were less 

likely to delay, at 53 percent.

Table 5.12. Planning to “take a year o ff’ by postsecondary education plans
“Take a year o ff’

Aspiration # %
College (n=30) 18 60%
Vocational (n=31) 21 68%
Military (n=19) 10 53%

This plan to delay action would typically surface at the middle or end of the 

interview. For example, a student would begin the interview saying he or she was 

planning on going to Job Corps after high school, then later when asked for specifics 

about applying to Job Corps or for more program details, he or she would say how he or 

she would probably going to take a year off before going, and would worry about those 

applications later.

Students were not only delaying decisions about postsecondary education or 

military. Although graduation was only two weeks away, all post-high school decisions 

seemed to be on hold. For example, one student who wanted to be a doctor said she was



just focused on graduating high school, and would figure out what to do after that. When 

the interviewer asked if paying for college was a concern, she responded, “Well, yeah,

I'll work on that when I'm ready.”

Other quotes that illustrate students’ postponing their decisions include:

Male: “I'll wait to the future and see what happens.”

Female: “I really don’t know what I want to do, I just want to wait and see.”

The large number of students in the study sample who planned to “take a year 

o ff ’ prior to going on to college or vocational training is consistent with national 

statistics. According to the National Center for Educational Statistics, students who delay 

entering a postsecondary program are more likely to be American Indian/Alaska Native 

(1.2 percent of total delayed entrants) in comparison to those who begin immediately 

after high school (.5 percent total of immediate entrants) (Horn et al. 2005:16). Delayed 

entrants are also more likely to come from low income families and have parents who do 

not have a postsecondary education (Horn et al. 2005:iv).

McDiarmid and Kleinfeld observed the same delay trend amongst Alaska Native 

students in a study in the early 1980s. When asked about their plans after graduation, 

students would give multiple and at times contradictory plans that could include 

simultaneously staying home with family, going to college, and getting a job. The 

authors attribute these seemingly contradictory plans to a trend that, “Eskimo students 

often choose to spend the first year or two after high school in their home villages 

working or participating in the subsistence economy before going on for more schooling”

66



(McDiarmid and Kleinfeld 1982:9). Thus, a student could be planning on staying at 

home and then going off to college later.

The students all wanted to go to either vocational school or college and most had 

a career aspiration that required postsecondary education or training. Many were 

planning to “take a year o ff’ before making preparations and decisions regarding what to 

do after high school. Yet, the statistics on educational and occupational attainment show 

that few of these students actually end up attaining their stated aspiration. To explore this 

paradox, the following section examines the stability and actuality of students’ stated 

aspirations.

Section 5.2. Student preparedness

Key findings and themes: While most students wanted to go to college or 

vocational training and were considering careers that required postsecondary education, 

very few  knew how to go about attaining these aspirations or were taking steps to reach 

them. However, students who had earned the UA Scholar award or were enlisting in the 

military showed more direction.

Students were asked what they were planning on doing after they left high school. 

Despite the fact that these were all high school seniors, and graduation day was just a few 

weeks away from the time the interview took place in late spring, students’ replies were 

frequently a mixture of vague and unfocused ideas. This vagueness surfaced first during 

the interviews themselves, when the interviewer would summarize back to the students 

their stated plans (see Appendix). Often, it was quite difficult for the interviewer to piece



together just what the students were planning on doing after high school. This proved a 

challenge in the data analysis, as well, when trying to categorize aspirations.

The preponderance of vague and unfocused plans led to the creation of codes to 

try to quantify it. Students’ college, vocational, and military plans were measured against 

variables that coded for: (1) the extent to which the students had thought through their 

plans, (2) the overall clarity of the students’ plans, and (3) whether or not the students had 

taken steps towards realizing their plans.

These subjective codes holistically synthesized students’ responses to exploratory 

questions regarding details about their chosen plan, such as, “Can you tell me more about 

AVTEC?” or “How do you go about applying to Job Corps?” or “How will you pay for 

college at UAF?” or “How do you get that job as a heavy equipment operator?” If the 

student said he was going to Job Corps, then the codes measured the state of his Job 

Corps plan. If she said she was planning on going to work for a while first, then go to a 

postsecondary program, she was coded based on this statement.

It is important to point out that students did not have to be going to a 

postsecondary education program to be coded as having a clear and thought-through plan, 

rather they basically just needed to generally conceptualize what they were going to do 

after leaving high school, whether that would be looking for work, helping family, going 

to college, or joining the Army.

Extent of student planning

Students’ responses were coded for whether they had thought-though plans, vague 

plans, or had not planned. For example, students with thought-through plans could
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generally identify what they were going to do after graduating high school and have at 

least rough ideas of how to go about doing it, maybe even have back-up contingency 

plans. They did not have to intend to go to college or vocational school. Students with a 

vague plan would have an idea about what to do, but would not have thought about how 

to actually do it. Students who had not planned would often have a disconnect between 

their aspiration and their plan for attaining it, or would be coming up with plans on the 

spot during the interview.

In the total sample, 29 percent of the students had thought-through plans, 47 

percent had vague plans, and 24 percent had not planned (Table 5.13). The students with 

college aspirations had the most thought-through plans (40 percent), followed by the 

military (37 percent). Those with vocational aspirations had planned the least. There 

were no significant differences between males and females.

Thought-through
plan

Vague plan No planning

# % # % # %
Total sample (N=49) 14 29% 23 47% 12 24%
College (n=30) 12 40% 14 47% 4 13%
Vocational (n=31) 5 16% 16 52% 10 32%
Military (n=19) 7 37% 7 37% 5 26%

Those students who had thought-through their plans had several characteristics in 

common. One was earning the University of Alaska (UA) Scholar award. This 

university-run scholarship program awards four-year UA tuition to all seniors in the top 

10 percent of their classes in qualified Alaska high schools. Students do not apply for this 

scholarship; rather it is an entitlement award determined by class rank that is submitted to



the UA Scholar program by high school staff. Once selected, students have very strict 

deadlines to apply to a UA college, and must begin college the fall semester immediately 

following high school graduation (UA Scholars Program 2005). Earning this award 

appeared to have provided both the structure and impetus for students to apply for 

college. One male recipient said that since he had the UA scholarship, he might as well 

try college.

A second cluster of students who had a thought-through plan had enlisted in the 

Army National Guard. Some had already enlisted and were due to ship out to basic 

training camp in the summer, having joined up during their junior year of high school and 

gone to boot camp the previous summer.

What stands out in these findings is the 71 percent of the sample that had done 

little or no planning. The lack of planning manifested itself a number of ways. Students 

would say they planned to “go training” after high school, but would not have any idea 

about where they would get this training or even what they would train for. Others could 

name a training program but did not know why they chose it. They just wanted to go.

The following quotes are examples of these students.

Example 1: Female planning to go to Job Corps

Interviewer: “Why do you think you'd like to go to Job Corps?”

Female student: “I never really thought of that, I just want to go to Job Corps” 

Example 2: Male planning to go to Job Corps

Interviewer: “Why did you choose Job Corps?”

Male student: “I don't know, I just wanted to.”



Example 3: Male planning to go to AVTEC for training 

Interviewer: “Tell me about AVTEC.”

Male student: “I don’t know, I just heard about it from one of my friends.” 

Interviewer: “What do they teach there?”

Male student: “I don’t know, I never got the application from my friend.”

While some of the students with military aspirations had thought through their 

plans, many others had not. For example, one boy who was considering joining the 

Army National Guard was not aware of the commitment required by the Guard, but just 

thought it would be “fun” to use the heavy equipment and rifles.

A lack of planning emerged for students with college aspirations as well. They 

would be planning to “go college” but would not really know which college, how to 

apply, how to pay for it, or what they would study once they got there. Again, they just 

wanted to go, or to say they were planning on going.

Many students had significant disconnects between their stated aspirations and 

their plans for achieving them, evidence that they had not thought about their plans very 

much. For example, students would have high career aspirations, such as being a surgeon 

or engineer, but had not filled out any college applications or researched possibilities.

Or, they would be thinking about going to a postsecondary institution that does not offer 

the program or training they were interested in pursuing, such as a girl who was going to 

go to Job Corps to be a surgeon.



Clarity of plan

Students’ interviews were coded yes/no against the question “does the student 

have a clear plan for what to do after high school?” Students with a clear plan had a 

general idea of what they were going to do and how they were going to get there.

Students with vague and unfocused plans would start the interview with one plan, and by 

the end have changed to something totally different, with maybe two or three ideas in 

between.

The data from this code reinforces interviewer observations and reflects the other 

codes measuring student planning. Of the total sample, 27 percent had a clear plan, while 

73 percent did not (Table 5.14). Those with college plans were slightly more likely to 

have a clear plan (37 percent), while students with vocational plans were the least 

focused at 13 percent. Boys and girls were equally vague and unfocused.

Table 5.14. Clarity of plan by aspiration
Has a clear plan

# %
Total Sample (N=49) 13 27%
College plans (n=30) 11 37%
Vocational plans (n=31 4 13%
Military (n=19) 6 32%

Students with unclear plans had multiple and at times competing aspirations, such 

as the boy who was thinking about either joining the Guards, becoming a mechanic, 

building houses, being a janitor at the school, or doing welding; or, the boy who 

alternately planned to do carpentry, construction, be an electrician, join the military, or go



into law enforcement among other plans. His educational plan was to go to unspecified 

“training.”

Taking steps to realize their stated aspiration

Clearly, going to college, trade school, or joining the military does not happen 

without taking the necessary steps to get there. Given that these interviews were 

conducted several weeks before graduation, it would be expected that students who were 

thinking seriously about heading off to postsecondary education or joining the military 

would have been making preparations to do so. The presence or absence of such 

preparations is an indication of the actuality of students’ plans.

To measure these indicators, students were asked questions about whether or not 

they had sent in applications to their chosen postsecondary program, how they planned on 

paying for their education or training, whether they had looked for scholarships, or how 

they planned to go about enlisting in the Army if that was their plan. These responses 

were taken in sum and coded yes/no against the question “Has the student taken steps to 

realize their plan?” Students were coded “yes” if they had done one or more of the above 

indicators, such as researching funding sources, applying for scholarships, or sending in a 

postsecondary application.

Out of the total sample, 33 percent of the students had taken steps toward 

realizing their aspiration (Table 5.15). Half of those with college plans and about a 

quarter of those with vocational plans had done so. Females (36 percent) were slightly 

more likely to have taken steps than males (30 percent). Significantly, 67 percent of the 

students in the sample had not taken steps toward realizing their aspirations. For example,
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only 18 percent of the students who were thinking about Job Corps had taken steps to get 

there.

Table 5.15. Taking steps by aspiration_________________________
Taking steps

# %
Total Sample (N=49) 16 33%
College plans (n=30) 15 50%
Vocational plans (n=31 7 23%
Military (n=19) 8 42%

It was common for students to have picked up an application but not sent it in. 

One student had applications but she was “too busy” to fill them out, saying, “I'll wait 

until after graduation, until after I'm ready to go.” One boy said he was going to start his 

application “this week or next week.” Another said he “forgot” to send in the Job Corps 

application. One boy was quite honest when he said, “I wanted to go to college but I 

slacked on the application.” Another boy said he had been “lazy” and not filled out any 

applications.

As with the other variables measuring the extent of student planning, those 

students who had taken steps to attain their aspirations had several characteristics in 

common: earning the UA Scholar award or going into the military, two structured 

programs with specific steps to take and deadlines to meet.

Section 5.3. Influences and explanations

Although practically all of these high school seniors had aspirations to 

postsecondary education and careers, most of them had vague, unfocused, and 

uninformed plans for how to attain their aspirations or what to do after they left high



school. Part III explores possible explanations for this trend by analyzing variables 

identified in previous studies as being influential in informing students’ thoughts about 

the future and other explanations that emerged as significant during the interviews and 

data analysis. The variables analyzed are grade point average (GPA), significant others 

in the students’ lives (parents, school counselors, older young adults, and peers), 

participation in school and community activities, students’ attitudes about education, 

plans for delaying post-high school decisions, plans to move to the city, participation in 

subsistence, and postponing decisions.

Grade point average (GPA)

Key findings and themes: Student achievement was quite low on average, but 

students with comparatively higher GPAs were more likely to have college aspirations 

and a greater degree o f  post-high school direction. Students with quite low GPAs had 

college aspirations but few  preparations.

Students’ GPAs at one of the three schools were not collected, lowering the total 

in this section to 38 students instead of 49. These students are represented in the 

“unknown” category in the tables below. Aggregated publicly available graduation 

scores for the school where GPAs were not collected are in line with the two known 

schools and with state averages, and it would not be expected that the unknown GPAs 

would be much different.

Of the reduced sample, the grade point averages were uniformly quite low, the 

average GPA being 1.7. The majority of students (39 percent) had a GPA in the 1.0-1.9 

range (Table 5.16). Boys and girls were equally low. This low achievement is in line
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with Alaska Department o f Education and Early Development data showing Alaska 

Native students perform considerably lower on statewide standardized tests, especially in 

reading (McDowell Group 2005:75; Goldsmith et al. 2004:6-2).

Table 5.16. GPA by total and gender
Total Sample 

(N=49)
Males
(n=27)

Females
(n=22)

GPA # % # % # %
Less than 1.0 6 12% 3 11% 3 14%
1.0-1.9 19 39% 10 37% 9 41%
2.0-2.9 12 24% 6 22% 6 27%
3.0-3.9 1 2% 1 4% 0 -
Unknown 11 22% 7 26% 4 18%

Students with higher GPAs in the 2.0-2.9 range tended to be considering going to 

college, and the lower GPA students in the 1.0-1.9 range tended toward vocational 

school. Only 33 percent of students in the higher GPA range were thinking about the 

military (Table 5.17)

Table 5.17. Type of plan and GPA
College (n=30) Vocational Military

GPA
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row

Less than 1.0 (n=6) 5 17% 83% 4 13% 67% 1 5% 17%
1.0-1.9 (n= 19) 11 37% 58% 14 45% 74% 9 47% 47%
2.0-2.9 (n=12) 9 30% 75% 6 19% 50% 4 21% 33%
3.0-3.9 (n=l) 1 3% 100% 0 - - 1 5% 100%
Unknown (n=l 1) 4 13% 36% 7 23% 64% 4 21% 36%

However, this pattern of higher GPA equaling higher educational aspiration broke 

down when looking at those at the lowest end with less than a 1.0 GPA. More of these 

low-end students were thinking about college (83 percent) than going to vocational



school (67 percent) or joining the military (17 percent). Reasons for this contradictory 

finding are discussed in the next chapter (Table 5.18).

The level of planning increased with GPA. A greater percentage of those with 

higher GPAs had a clear and thought-through plan for what to do after high school and 

were taking steps to put their plans in motion (Tables 5.19, 5.20)

Table 5.18. Clarity of plan by GPA
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Less than 1.0 (n=6) 0 - -

1.0-1.9 (n=19) 3 23% 16%
2.0-2.9 (n=12) 3 23% 25%
3.0-3.9 (n=l) 1 8% 100%
Unknown (n=l 1) 6 46% 55%

Table 5.19. Taking steps by GPA
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Less than 1.0 (n=6) 1 6% 17%
1.0-1.9 (n=19) 6 38% 32%
2.0-2.9 (n=12) 4 25% 33%
3.0-3.9 (n=l) 1 6% 100%
Unknown (n= 11) 4 25% 36%
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Table 5.20. Type of plan and GPA
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Less than 1.0 (n=6) 1 7% 17% 4 17% 67% 1 8% 17%
1.0-1.9 (n=19) 5 36% 26% 8 35% 42% 6 50% 32%
2.0-2.9 (n=12) 4 29% 33% 5 22% 42% 3 25% 25%
3.0-3.9 (n=l) 1 7% 100% 0 - - 0 - -
Unknown (n=l 1) 3 21% 27% 6 26% 55% 2 17% 18%

Parents’ occupation and level of education

Key findings and themes: Although previous studies cite parent variables as 

influential, no strong connections emerged between student aspirations and parental 

occupation or level o f  education. Because o f  the significance o f  this variable in previous 

studies, it is described in detail here.

Students’ aspirations and the extent of their preparations for life after high school 

were measured against the variable of parental educational attainment and occupation. A 

specific question on parents’ level of education or occupation was not initially included 

in the interview guide and instead was added partway through the data collection. In 

addition, some, but not all, of the missing data was collected during the 2006 follow-up 

interviews. As a result, are a number of students for whom this information was 

unknown. Also, asking students for their parents’ level of schooling and work status is a 

potential “conversation stopper” in a region where educational attainment rates are well 

below state and national levels and unemployment is high. A student could be self- 

conscious about a parent who had not completed high school or was out of work. So, the 

“unknown” category must be kept in mind when interpreting the results.



The majority of mothers had graduated from high school and 14 percent had taken 

some college classes (5.21). The majority of fathers had a high school diploma, some 

had gone on to training, and a few had a college degree (5.22).

Table 5.21. Mother’s educational attainment
Total Sample (N=49)

Education level Total # Total %
Less than high school 3 6%
Graduated high school 17 35%
Some college 7 14%
Training program 2 4%
Bachelor's 2 4%
Master’s 0 -

Unknown 18 37%

Table 5.22. Father’s educational attainment
Total Sample (N=49)

Education level Total # Total %
Less than high school 2 4%
Graduated high school 15 31%
Some college 1 2%
Training program 4 8%
Bachelor's 2 4%
Master’s 1 2%
Unknown 24 49%

Parents’ jobs were classified according to U.S. Census and Department of Labor 

Standard Occupational Categories, enabling comparisons with census data. Fathers most 

often worked for the village or tribal government in administration or facilities services, 

classified in the Management, Professional and Related and Construction, Extraction, and 

Maintenance occupations (Table 5.23). Mothers most often worked with the school 

district, in the Management, Professional, and Related category. Only two parents, both 

fathers, were in subsistence related occupations (Table 5.24).
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Table 5.23. Father’s occupation by category
Total Sam]

ONIIz*5.
Category # %
Unknown 15 31%
Management, Professional and Related 11 22%
Construction, Extraction, and Maintenance 11 22%
Sales and Office 4 8%
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 3 6%
Other 3 6%
Military Specific 1 2%
Unemployed 1 2%

Table 5.24. Mother’s occupation by category
Total Sam]pie (N=49)

Category # %
Management, Professional and Related 23 47%
Unemployed 9 18%
Unknown 6 12%
Service 4 8%
Sales and Office 4 8%
Other 3 6%

Comparison with Census data for the region showed parents’ jobs were in the 

same occupational categories as those found in the 2000 Census Area sample, although 

. the percentage distributions were somewhat different. This indicates that while the 

number of “unknowns” in the parental data makes it incomplete, the information that 

exists is consistent with federal data sources.

Seasonalv.regular jobs

Parental occupations were also categorized according to whether they were 

currently working in a regular job, a seasonal job, or not working. While this 

classification is more subjective than the U.S. Census and Department of Labor



categories, it more accurately captures the data for parents who had a vocation but were 

currently unemployed, and for those that held seasonal jobs. For example, a student 

could say that his or her dad is a mechanic, but is currently not working, or, that dad does 

carpentry and some commercial fishing, depending on the season.

Mothers were more likely to hold regular jobs or to be not working (Table 5.25). 

Fathers were more likely to work, often in a seasonal job. Also, there was a much greater 

percentage of “unknowns” for fathers’ job status (Table 5.26). Students were more 

reluctant to talk about their fathers, and students would say that dad was “not around” 

more often than mom.

Table 5.25. Mother’s job type and status
Total Mothers (N=49)

Total # Total %
Regular job 29 59%
Seasonal job 1 2%
Not working 12 24%
Unknown 7 14%

Table 5.26. Father’s job type and status
Total Fathers (N=49)

Total # Total %
Regular job 20 41%
Seasonal job 7 14%
Not working 7 14%
Unknown 15 31%

Parent variables and students’ plans

Because of the large number of unknown parent education and occupation levels, 

the parent variable was tested only for the entire sample. No strong patterns emerged 

when parental occupation and college plans were compared with students’ aspirations.



While 60 percent of students whose mother or father held a regular job were planning on 

going to college, an equal number were planning on vocational school. Strong 

percentages of students whose parents were not working planned on going to college as 

well (Table 5.27).

Table 5.27. Aspirations by parent’s work status
College Plans 

(n=30)
Vocational Plans 

(n=31)
Military Plans 

(n=19)
Father’s work status # % # % # %
Regular job (n=20) 12 60% 12 60% 7 35%
Seasonal job (n=7) 4 57% 5 71% 3 43%
Not working (n=7) 6 86% 4 57% 2 29%
Unknown (n=15) 8 53% 10 67% 7 47%
Mother’s work status
Regular job (n=29) 19 66% 15 52% 12 41%
Seasonal job (n=l) 0 - 1 100% 1 100%
Not working (n=12) 7 58% 9 75% 3 25%
Unknown (n=7) 4 57% 6 86% 3 43%

The strongest pattern emerging from a comparison of students with their parents’ 

educational attainment is the 100 percent of students whose parents had a Bachelor’s 

degree who were planning on attending college. However, the number of students in this 

category was quite small (n=5), and three of these parents lived in the city or out of state, 

not in the village with the student (Table 5.28).
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Table 5.28. Student plans by parents’ educational attainment
College Plans 

(n=30)
Vocational Plans 

(n=31)
Military Plans 

(n=19)
Father # % # % # %
Less than high school (n=2) 1 50% 1 50% 1 50%
Graduated high school (n= 15) 9 60% 10 67% 5 33%
Some college (n=l) 0 - 1 100% 1 100%
Training program (n=4) 2 50% 3 75% 1 25%
Bachelor's (n=2) 2 100% 0 - 0 _

Master’s (n=l) 0 - 1 100% 0 _

Unknown (n=16) 16 67% 15 63% 11 46%
Mother
Less than high school (n=3) 2 67% 2 67% 1 33%
Graduated high school (n=17) 10 59% 12 71% 5 29%
Some college (n=7) 4 57% 5 71% 5 71%
Training program (n=2) 1 50% 1 50% 0 -

Bachelor's (n=2) 2 100% 0 - 0 _

Master’s (n=0) n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Unknown (n=18) 11 61% 11 61% 8 44%

No relationship appears between parent education and occupation status and the 

variables measuring student preparedness. Students with parents who had attained higher 

levels of education were no more prepared in their planning than those whose parents had 

less education.

Family influences

Key findings and themes: Most students said their families encouraged them to 

go to postsecondary education, and that family influenced their ideas about the future. 

However, this influence and encouragement translated most often into action on the part 

o f the students only when concrete and specific help accompanied it.

To measure the influence of family members on post-high school aspirations, 

students were asked if they had talked to their family members about their plans



regarding what to do after high school and what their families thought of their plans. 

Family influences came up in other contexts throughout the interview as well. A student 

was coded to have family influence if he or she mentioned having talked with family 

about future plans, received a form of help and advice from a family member, or were 

following an example set by a family member (e.g. wanting to be a mechanic dad).

Family was an influence for 80 percent of students in the total sample, with boys 

somewhat higher than girls (Table 5.29). Of those students with college plans, 87 percent 

had been influenced to some extent by family, 81 percent for vocational, and 84 percent 

for military (Table 5.30). This influence came mostly from parents, but also from 

grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins, and older siblings.

Total Sample Males Females
(N=49) (n=27) (n=22)

# % # % # %
Family influence 39 80% 22 81% 17 77%

Table 5.30. Family influences and students’ plans
Students with 
college plans 

(n=30)

Students with 
vocational plans 

(n=31)

Students with 
military plans 

(n=19)
# % # % # %

Family influence 26 87% 25 81% 16 84%

Although the majority of family influence directed a student towards college or 

training, a few students were encouraged by parents and relatives not to leave the village 

but instead to stay home to help the family. Several students mentioned older siblings



who had gone off to college but dropped out and came back home, providing a negative 

example. Some students wanted to follow the same professions as their parent or older 

sibling, such as the boy who wanted to work construction like his dad, or the girl that 

wanted to be a health aide like her aunts and grandma.

The majority of family influence was towards pursuing careers and postsecondary 

education. Most students said that their families were “very supportive” or “proud” of 

their decisions to go on to training or college.

Sometimes this advice seemed to have made quite an impression. For example, a 

male student described how his grandfather told him:

“If I were you I ’d go training or go do something and not come back, and I told him 

that’s what I plan on doing...that’s one thing that made me think...I don’t think I 

want to be here in Community A for long.”

This finding replicates a previous study on Alaska Native student aspirations 

where students reported that their parents encouraged them to do well in school and 

wanted them to go to college (Seyfrit and Hamilton 1997:138).

Family influence was a characteristic of those who had been preparing for life 

after high school. The majority of students who had a clear plan (77 percent), were 

taking steps towards their plan (88 percent), and had a thought-through plan (86 percent) 

mentioned family influence (Tables 5.31-5.33). However, the majority of total students 

with family’s influence had done little planning. Of the total students who mentioned 

family being an influence, only 26 percent had clear plans, 36 percent were taking steps 

towards their plans, and 31 percent had thought-through plans. The great majority (91



percent) of those with vague plan had family influence. This indicates that for many 

students, family was an important influence on their decisions about the future, but for 

about two-thirds of the students, family influence did not equate to making detailed plans 

or taking action.

Table 5.31. Clarity of plan by family influence
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Family influence (n=39) 10 77% 26%

Table 5.32. Taking steps and family influence
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Family influence (n=39) 14 88% 36%

Table 5.33. Type of p an and family influence
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
Family influence 
(n=39)

12 86% 31% 21 91% 54% 6 50% 15%

Family influence was most often in the form of example and encouragement. 

Parents would encourage their sons or daughters to go to college or training. However, 

tangible support on the part of parents, siblings, and other relatives was the difference 

between those that had family influence but little preparation and those with family 

influences and significant preparation. Students with vague and unfocused plans would
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frequently say their moms and dads wanted them to go to college or training, but would 

not mention specific help or prodding they had received from parents.

For many of the students who had a clear plan and were taking steps to attain their 

plan, family members provided encouragement, but were also involved in helping with 

the paperwork associated with postsecondary programs. These students would mention 

how a parent, usually a mom, helped them fill out applications, apply for scholarships, 

and keep them on the school path in general.

For example, a boy who had done a lot of preparation told how his mother really 

wanted him to go to college; he would be the first in his family to go. Fie recognized that 

his mother had been a big influence on him and described how she woke him up early to 

go to school and helped him fill out scholarships and applications.

A girl with college aspirations and a high level of planning described her family 

as “really supportive” and how they encouraged her to get through high school and 

graduate. She described her older siblings as “pushing me” and “making me get what I 

want.. .They make sure I am passing my classes and lecturing me. So they're keeping me 

going.” Such tangible and involved support appeared to make a difference for those 

students who had some direction for life after high school.

School counselor influence

Key findings and themes: Many students received help and advice from their 

school counselors, but this aid only seemed to make difference when it was tangible and 

concrete, such as help with filling out application forms and hunting fo r  scholarships.



Students were asked if they had received help from their school counselors with 

their plans for what to do after high school. For the total sample, 73 percent had received 

some sort of help (Table 5.34). Students who were planning on going to college were 

more likely (77 percent) to say that their counselors had helped them than students with 

vocational plans (68 percent) or military (63 percent) (Table 5.35). Counselors had about 

an equal influence on boys and girls.

Table 5.34. Counselor influences by total and gender
Total Sample Males Females

(N=49) (n=27) (n=22)
# % # % # %

Counselor influence 36 73% 19 74% 16 73%

Table 5.35. Counselor influences and students’ plans
Students with 
college plans 

(n=30)

Students with 
vocational plans 

(n=3 1)

Students with 
military plans 

(n-19)
# % # % # %

Counselor influence 23 77% 21 68% 12 63%

The type of help students received from their school counselors varied greatly, 

from very involved to minimal to none at all. Some students mentioned their counselors 

were quite involved and helped them fill out application forms and gave suggestions 

about postsecondary programs to pursue. Others were less involved, such as the student 

whose help from the counselor apparently consisted of being handed a video about 

AVTEC. Most students were neutral; simply saying they had talked with their counselors



about what to do after high school, but giving no details one way or another about its 

usefulness.

Getting help from the school counselor was a characteristic o f those students who 

showed evidence of planning for life after high school, but talking to a counselor only 

seemed to make a difference about 30 percent of the time. Most (85 percent) of the 

students who had a clear plan said their counselors had helped them (Table 5.36). 

However, this was only 31 percent of the total students who had been helped by the 

counselor. Of the students who were taking steps towards realizing their plan, 88 percent 

had been helped by the counselor, but only 39 percent of total students who had received 

help had taken steps (Table 5.37). Of the students who had thought-through their plans, 

79 percent had been helped by counselors, but only 31 percent of those helped by 

counselors had thought-through plans (Table 5.38).

Table 5.36. Clarity of plan and counselor influence
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Counselor influence (n=36) 11 85% 31%

Table 5.37. Taking steps and counselor influence
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Counselor influence (n=36) 14 88% 39%
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Table 5.38. Type of p an and counselor iniluence
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
Counselor influence 
(n=36)

11 79% 31% 16 70% 46% 9 75% 26%

School counselors influenced students’ decisions about the future, and talking to a 

school counselor was a characteristic of those who had done some post-high school 

planning. However, for about two thirds of the students, talking to counselors did not 

equate to making detailed plans or taking action. The difference appeared to be in the 

type of help the student received from the counselor. Students who were taking steps 

toward attaining their plans often said their counselors did more than give advice and 

hand out information brochures or forms, but also helped with filling out applications and 

hunting for scholarships.

A good example is a boy who had been accepted into UAA and was set to start in 

the upcoming fall semester. Like his classmates, he had been on a career exploration trip 

to Anchorage and had taken the required Career Development class. While these 

activities had made little difference for the others, this boy also had help from his 

counselor in searching for and identifying scholarships and also in completing the 

required forms and submitting them.

Peer influence

Key findings and themes: Three findings emerged: (1) Students ’plans mirrored 

those o f  their peers, (2) the help friends gave one another influenced whether they had a
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direction after high school, and (3) very few  older peers were successfully pursuing 

postsecondary education or working regularly.

Peer influence arose in numerous contexts and questions throughout the 

interviews. An example of peer influence is the case o f several boys who wanted to 

become pilots because a mutual friend had just received his pilots’ license and now 

worked for a local air carrier, sometimes landing his plane in the village and bringing his 

friends up flying with him. Frequently, a student would mention a postsecondary 

program such as Job Corps or UAA because an older friend or a cousin was already in 

the same program and told him or her about it. Many students were thinking about a 

college or training program because classmates were as well. However, it was not 

uncommon for a student to say that he or she had not talked to friends about plans for 

after high school.

Of the total sample, a little more than half (55 percent) o f students’ plans showed 

evidence of peer influence. Boys were more likely to mention peers (63 percent) than 

girls (45 percent), and slightly more than half the students with college and vocational 

aspirations had peer influence (Table 5.39-5.40).

Total Sample Males Females
(N=49) (n=27) (n=22)

# % # % # %
Peer influence 27 55% 17 63% 10 45%
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Table 5.40. Peer influence and students’ plans
Students with 
college plans 

(n=30)

Students with 
vocational plans 

(n=3 1)

Students with 
military plans 

(n=19)
# % # % # %

Peer influence 16 53% 17 55% 15 79%

What stands out is the 79 percent of those with military plans who had peer 

influence, which accounts for many of the males in this category. For example, two boys 

had enlisted together after talking to an older peer. One boy told the interviewer, “I had a 

friend who just came back (from Army National Guard training) a couple months ago and 

said it was fun. My friend was doing it so I decided to go along with it.” The friend was 

also interviewed and said the Army sounded like fun, “so 1 just joined up.” This peer 

influence on post-high school plans helps explain community variability in educational 

and occupational aspirations, as peers tended to cluster around a specific job idea and 

college or vocational program.

Compared with the influences of family, counselor, school, and activities, peers 

seemed to have the greatest impact on the level of plan preparation. Nearly half (47 

percent) of those with peer influence had a clear plan, 41 percent had a thought-through 

plan, and 44 percent were taking steps to realize their plan (Tables 5.41-5.43). As 

mentioned above, only 26 percent of those with family influence had clear plans, ft is 

possible that peer group support provides greater momentum for putting aspirations into 

practice.
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Table 5.41. Clarity of plan and peer influence
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Peer influence (n= 27) 10 77% 47%

Table 5.42. Taking steps and peer influence
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Peer influence (n=27) 12 75% 44%

Peer influence was not always positive. While the interviewer did not explicitly 

ask for negative peer influences, many students mentioned it in the context of other 

questions during the interview. The negative influence was not overt, but rather was in 

the examples set by the patterns of older peers in the community who were out of high 

school. Students would frequently mention an older classmate or relative that went off to 

college or training only to drop out and come back home. In one community, neither 

students nor teachers could think of anyone from their high school who had ever 

completed college.

According to the students interviewed, their older peers who were out of high 

school were mostly still in town and not doing much at all. Some of the older girls were

Table 5.43. Type of p an and peer influence
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)
# 0//o

column
%

row
# 0//o

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
Peer influence 
(ii= 27)

11 79% 41% 11 48% 41% 5 42% 19%



working jobs at the store; others had babies. The young men were for the most part still 

living at home with no regular work, doing odd jobs and chores and riding around on 

their snowmachines. Students frequently mentioned that substance abuse was an issue 

for this age demographic, especially for the young men. Sometimes students would talk 

about older peers and classmates who had committed suicide. All things considered, if a 

high school senior in the sample wanted to go to college or training, he or she had very 

few models to emulate.

A lack of older peer role models has been cited in previous studies on Alaska 

Native student aspirations. Kleinfeld et al. include an interview with a mother of a rural 

high school graduate who speaks to this issue: “Our biggest problem is the young adults. 

The high school kids look at the young adults and wonder if  they themselves have any 

future” (Kleinfeld et al. 1985:142). This mirrors what Hamilton and Seyfrit found in 

1992 student interviews, writing, “In towns and villages, students’ concerns reflect their 

experience of watching older siblings or friends leave hopefully for college, only to 

return without graduating” (Hamilton and Seyfrit 1993:259).

Attitudes about school

Key findings and themes: Most students said they enjoyed going to high school, 

but less than ha lf thought they had received a good education. Only a few  students 

believed it was necessary to go to on to postsecondary education.

To gauge attitudes towards school as a possible influence, students were asked a series of 

questions about their high school experiences and the necessity of going to postsecondary



education or training. These responses were then measured against students’ aspirations 

and their levels o f preparation.

High school experience

Most students (80 percent) enjoyed going to high school, boys and girls in similar 

proportions (Table 5.44). Several stated how much they were going to miss high school 

and how they wished they could stay there. Aspects that students enjoyed about school 

were sometimes related to their classes, such as the girl who said, “I like school, learning 

and stuff. I learn math faster than everyone.” One boy told the interviewer, “School is 

fun. There is a lot to do. Keep(s) my brain working.”

Table 5.44. Enjoyed going to high school by total and gender
Total Sample Males Females

(N=49) (n=27) (n=22)
# % # % # %

Yes 39 80% 21 78% 18 82%

To others, going to school provided something to do with their time. As one boy 

put it, “There is something to do at school, nothing to do at home.” For many, school 

was seen by many as a place to be with friends. Several students said they liked going to 

school although they didn’t like getting up early in the morning or doing schoolwork. 

Others were mixed in their opinions about school, as one boy put it, “I don't know if we 

really need it.”

The students who enjoyed school the most had college plans (90 percent) or 

military plans (89 percent). Those with vocational plans enjoyed school the least (71 

percent) (Table 5.45).
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Table 5.45. En joyed going to high school by students’ plans
Students with 

college plans (n=30)
Students with 

vocational plans 
(n=31)

Students with 
military plans (n=19)

# % # % # %

Yes (n=39) 27 90% 22 71% 17 89%

Students who had clear plans (92 percent), a thought-through plan (93 percent) 

and were taking steps to realize their plans (100 percent) enjoyed high school more than 

those with unclear, vague, or no plans and who were not taking steps (Tables 4.46-4.48).

However, the majority of those who said they enjoyed high school had not done 

much planning. Only 31 percent had a clear plan, 33 percent had thought-through their 

plans, and 41 percent had taken steps to realize them.

Table 5.46. Clear plan and enjoyed high school
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
Enjoyed high school # %

column
%

row
Yes (n=39) 12 92% 31%

Table 5.47. Taking steps and enjoyed high school
Taking steps 

(n=16)
Enjoyed high school # %

column
%

row
Yes (n=39) 16 100% 41%
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Table 5.48. Type of plan and en joyed high school
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)

Enjoyed high school # %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Yes (n=39) 13 93% 33% 17 74% 44% 9 75% 23%

Perceived quality of education

While over three-fourths of the students said they enjoyed their high school 

experience, less than half (49 percent) thought they had received a good education (Table

5.49). The same dissatisfaction was found amongst students in previous studies of rural 

Alaska Native schools (Kleinfeld et al. 1985:131; Hamilton and Seyfrit 1993:287). 

Table 5.49. Received a good education by total and gender ________________
Total Sample Males Females

(N=49) (n=27) (n=22)
# % # % # %

Yes 24 49% 15 56% 9 41%

Girls in the sample were more pessimistic about their education than the boys. 

Students with college plans (who were also mostly girls) had the lowest opinion and most 

mixed feelings about their education. For example, a girl who felt ready for college, but 

did not think high school had been challenging. To her, the work seemed easy and she 

wished for more challenging classes. Perhaps the lack of challenge gave her false 

confidence for success at college. The following quotes represent others dissatisfied with 

their education:

Female: “We didn’t get a good education, (it was) too easy.. .you only have to be at

seventh grade math for levels for the standards to pass. You can go on to higher



but the teachers focus on the low end.

Male: “I don’t think I have enough knowledge to go to college... it (high school) is just

too easy, the graduation requirements and the standards they have.” 

Self-assurance in educational preparation provided confidence in pursuing 

aspirations. Close to half (46 percent) of the students who believed they had received a 

good education were taking steps to attain their post high school plans, or to look at it the 

other way, two thirds (69 percent) of those taking steps in their plan thought they had a 

received a good education (Table 5.50).
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Table 5.50. Received a good education and taking steps
Taking steps

(n=16)
# % %

column row
Yes (n=24) 11 69% 46%

However, more students who had vague plans (52 percent) or no plans (50 

percent) thought they had received a better education than those students with thought- 

through plans (43 percent) (Table 5.51). One interpretation of these findings is that those 

students with a high degree of preparedness were more realistic about the education they 

received in high school.

Table 5.51. Received a good education and type of plan
Thought-through plan 

(n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Yes (n=24) 6 43% 25% 12 52% 50% 6 50% 25%
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Table 5.52. Received a good education and clear plan
Has a clear plan

(n=l 3)
# % %

column row
Yes (n=24) 7 54% 29%

Table 5.53. Received a good education and taking steps
Taking steps

(n=16)
# % %

column row

Yes (n=24) 11 69% 46%

As with the other influences, while a belief that they had received a good 

education was a characteristic of students who showed evidence of preparing for life after 

high school, many students who felt this way had not done much planning (Tables 5.51- 

5.53).

The quality of education variable was one with strong community differences.

All (100 percent) of the students in Community B and 82 percent in Community A 

thought they had received a good education, but only 28 percent in Community C felt this 

way (Table 5.54). These differences in attitude coincided with the qualitative 

observations made by the interviewers regarding the different ethos of each school. This 

provocative finding is worthy of more in-depth research.

Table 5.54. Received a good education by community
Community A 

(n = ll)
Community B 

(n=6)
Community C 

(n=32)
# % # % # %

Yes 9 82% 6 100% 9 28%



Is postsecondary education necessary?

Students were asked whether it was necessary to go on to training or college after 

high school, or could they do all right without it. Only 6 percent gave a definitive “yes” 

that going on to more education was necessary (Table 5.55). Many (35 percent) 

responded “no.” Boys were slightly more likely to respond “no” than girls. Another 

common way students responded was somewhat ambiguous. Instead of saying a definite 

“yes” or “no” they would say that more education gets you a better job with more pay. 

Note that this response is not saying yes, but it is not saying no, either.

Total Sample 
(N=49)

Males
(n=27)

Females
(n=22)

# % # % # %
Definitive yes 3 6% 1 4% 2 8%
Definitive no 17 35% 10 37% 7 32%
Mixed yes and no 7 14% 3 11% 4 18%
“Gets you a better job” 15 31% 9 33% 6 27%
Don’t know 5 10% 3 11% 2 9%
Other 2 4% 1 4% 1 5%

Some of the students who responded that more education was not necessary drew 

urban-rural distinctions:

Male 1: “Around here... you can do pretty good without schooling or having

education ‘cause people need money to buy food but...here you can just go 

out hunting. Its good around here, its not like the cities.”

Male 2: “You can do fine with just a diploma getting your own business started, but 

if you’re in the city you need the college diploma.”
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Only 7 percent of the students who were planning on going to college and 10 

percent of vocational students thought more education was definitely necessary (Table 

5.56). These students most commonly responded with the ambiguous answer that more 

education lead to a better job with more pay. About a third of college and vocational 

students thought a person could do all right without more schooling. Those with military 

aspirations were even less likely (5 percent) to think more school was necessary.

Students with 
college plans (n=30)

Students with 
vocational plans 

(n=31)

LUUVUl p iu i l j

Students with 
military plans 

(n=19)
# % # % # %

Definitive yes 2 7% 3 10% 1 5%
Definitive no 9 30% 10 32% 5 26%
Mixed yes and no 4 13% 4 13% 3 16%
“Gets you a better job” 13 43% 9 29% 6 32%
Don’t know 1 3% 4 13% 3 16%
Other 1 3% 1 3% 1 5%

There was no relationship between thoughts about the necessity of more 

schooling and whether the student had a clear and thought-through plan. Most students 

with these attributes thought more education was either not necessary, or their responses 

were ambiguous. However, students with vague plans were more likely to believe that 

more schooling was not necessary (48 percent) than students with thought-through plans 

(29 percent) (Table 5.59).
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Table 5.57. Is education/training after high school necessary: clear plan
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# %

column
%

row
Definitive yes (n=3) 1 8% 33%
Definitive no (n=17) 7 54% 41%
Mixed yes/no (n=7) 1 8% 14%
“Better job” (n=15) 3 23% 20%
Don’t know (n=5) 1 8% 38%
Other (n=2) 0 - -

Table 5.58. Is education/training after high school necessary: taking steps

Taking steps 
(n=16)

# %
column

%
row

Definitive yes (n=3) 1 6% 33%
Definitive no (n=17) 6 38% 35%
Mixed yes/no (n=7) 2 13% 29%
“Better job” (n=15) 5 31% 33%
Don’t know (n=5) 1 6% 20%
Other(n=2) 1 6% 50%

Table 5.59. Is education/training after high school necessary and type of plan
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
Definitive yes (n=3) 1 7% 33% 1 4% 33% 1 8% 33%
Definitive no (n=17) 4 29% 24% 11 48% 65% 2 17% 12%
Mixed yes/no (n=7) 4 29% 57% 1 4% 14% 2 17% 29%
“Better job” (n=15) 4 29% 27% 6 26% 40% 5 42% 33%
Don’t know (n=5) 1 7% 20% 2 9% 40% 2 17% 4%
Other (n=2) 0 0% - 2 9% 100% 0 - -
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School and community activities

Key findings and themes: Involvement in activities such as college and career 

visits serve to increase students ’ awareness and broadens their perspectives, but they do 

not appear to make a difference in students ’preparedness to achieve their post-high 

school aspirations, unless they provide the concrete and specific guidance necessary to 

help students initiate their aspirations.

Students were asked about school or community activities that had an influence 

on shaping their plans for life after high school. Of the total sample, 45 percent 

mentioned an activity they had participated in that was an influence. More girls (55 

percent) mentioned an activity than boys (37 percent) (Table 5.60). Students who were 

planning on going to college were more likely to be influenced by activities (Table 5.61).

Table 5.60. Activity influences by total and gender
Total Sample Males Females

(N=49) (n—27) (n=22)
# % # % # %

School or activity 
influence

22 45% 10 37% 12 55%

Table 5.61. Activity influences and students’ plans
Students with 
college plans 

(n=30)

Students with 
vocational plans 

(n=31)

Students with 
military plans 

(n=19)
# % # % # %

School or activity 
influence

18 60% 10 32% 7 37%



Activity involvement was a characteristic of those who had done some planning 

for life after high school, although this had less of an influence on the extent of student 

planning than counselors, family, or peers. Of students with clear plans for after high 

school, 62 percent mentioned a school or activity influence; for students taking steps 

towards their plans, 63 percent, and of those with thought-through plans, 50 percent 

mentioned activity involvement. Only 36 percent out of the total students with school or 

activity influence had clear plans, 45 percent were taking steps towards their plans, and 

32 percent had thought-through plans (Tables 5.62-5.64).

Table 5.62. Clarity of plan and activity influence
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Has a clear plan 
(ii=13)

# % column % row

School/activity influence (n=22) 8 62% 36%

Table 5.63. Taking steps and activity influence
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

School/activity influence (n=22) 10 63% 45%

Table 5.64. Type of p an and activity influence
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
School/activity
(n=22)

7 50% 32% 11 48% 50% 4 33% 18%

The most frequently mentioned formative activities were school-organized trips 

taken by students during their junior or senior years of high school to tour college



campuses and vocational programs. One boy with college aspirations and a high degree 

of planning told of a recent school trip to UAA and Job Corps where they toured the 

campuses and sat in on classes. He commented on this experience: “I didn't have an idea 

of how colleges and vocational schools looked.. .UAA wasn't as big as I thought it was. 

Gave me more of an idea of how colleges look and how to get around.”

This experience obviously broadened his perspective and increased his 

confidence, but it was his school counselor and parents who helped him with application 

forms and scholarships. In one community, every student mentioned the school trip to 

college campuses as being in influence, but these students were no more likely than those 

in other communities to have made plans for after high school.

Several students mentioned teachers who had pointed them towards careers; 

several others mentioned special classes that made them interested in new occupations, 

such as Emergency Trauma Technician training. While all students in at least one 

community were required to take a course entitled “Career Development,” no student 

cited such a course as being influential. Reasons for lack of influence are addressed in 

the recommendations chapter of this thesis.

Although college and vocational program representatives had visited the schools 

in the fall, these visits were only mentioned by a few students and did not appear to have 

made any impact. No student mentioned attending one of the statewide summer 

programs for rural students such as Upward Bound or Rural Alaska Honors Institute 

(RAHI), although the bulletin boards of the school hallways were plastered with posters 

and flyers promoting a plethora of such programs. One girl said she had thought about



going to RAHI but changed her mind because of the six-week time commitment in the 

summer when she needed to work. According to a school counselor, students do not do 

the paperwork necessary to be admitted into these programs.

An activity influence that appeared to make some difference in whether a student 

was drifting or had direction was involvement in a church youth group. Students credited 

youth group involvement for their plans to attend one of the parochial schools in Alaska. 

They had taken church-organized trips to other villages and out-of-state for youth rallies, 

and had toured the campus of the parochial colleges affiliated with their church.

Students’ descriptions of these trips suggest that they are influential in broadening their 

perspectives on possibilities. More importantly, the church youth groups followed up 

these trips by holding fundraisers to support the several students who wanted to go to the 

parochial college. This combination of perspective-broadening trips and tangible support 

seem to have provided several youth group students with direction that others did not 

have.

Leaving for the city

Key findings and themes: Many students, especially the girls, wanted to move to 

the city as a result o f  dissatisfaction with rural life and the attraction ofjobs and 

amenities available in the city. However, they usually did not know what they would do 

once they got there; they ju s t wanted to go.

As shown in Table 5.65, many students’ future plans included leaving home for 

an urban center, primarily Anchorage. Of the total sample, over two thirds (78 percent)
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were planning on leaving. Girls were much more likely to have plans to leave their 

communities (91 percent) than boys (66 percent).

Table 5.65. Migration and total gender
Total Sample 

(N=49)
Total Male 

(n=27)
Total Female 

(n=22)
# % # % # %

Planning to migrate 38 78% 18 66% 20 91%

Students with vocational program plans were most likely to say they were 

planning to migrate (84 percent) followed by college (73 percent), and military (68 

percent) (Table 5.66). Frequently, students would want to live in Anchorage and come 

back home periodically throughout the year.

Table 5.66. Migration by postsecondary education plans
Planning to migrate i(n=38)

Aspiration # % column % row

College (n=30) 22 58% 73%
Vocational (n=31) 26 68% 84%
Military (n=19) 13 34% 68%

A desire to leave for the city did not have a strong influence on the state of 

preparation for life after high school. Only about 25 percent o f those who desired to 

leave town had thought-through, clear plans and were taking steps toward their plans 

(Tables 5.67-5.69).

Table 5.67. Clarity of plan and migration
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Planning to migrate (n=34) 7 54% 21%
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Table 5.68. Taking steps and migration
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Planning to migrate (n=38) 10 63% 26%

Table 5.69. Type of plan and migration
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Planning to migrate 
(n=38)

7 50% 37% 20 87% 61% 11 92% 29%

Those who did not desire to move to the city were usually male, and their reasons 

for remaining were primarily based on their preference for a rural lifestyle and being 

close to family. One boy described it this way: “(There is) not as much people here, 

when I go in the city it feels kinda crowded, out here you know everybody.. .anytime you 

want to go boat hunting or something or take a boat ride its right there.”

Those who wanted to move away were usually female and their reasons for 

wanting to go the city were generally for more job opportunities and the attraction of city 

shopping and entertainment. However, the primary reason appeared to be dissatisfaction 

with life in the village. Frequently mentioned complaints were there was nothing to do, 

no running water, too many social problems, or too much gossip. As one girl put it, there 

was nothing to do in her village but “sit around and get old.” Some girls wanted to leave 

out of fear of getting “stuck” in the village if they stayed too long after high school.



Usually, this desire to move to the city was vague and unfocused; they did not 

know what they would do in the city, they just wanted to get out of the village. The 

following interview excerpt illustrates this phenomenon:

Interviewer: “Where would you like to live?”

Female student: “Anywhere but this place.”

Interviewer: “Why?”

Female student: “Well, because not really much people have jobs here.”

Interviewer: “Is one place more attractive to live than another?”

Female student: “Maybe most likely Anchorage.”

Interviewer: “Why Anchorage?”

Female student: “Could get a job anywhere.”

Interviewer: “What kind of jobs would you look for if you went to Anchorage?”

Female student: “I don't really know.”

Such reasoning for wanting to move to the city appears the same as the reasons 

students gave for wanting to pursue college or training: They just wanted to leave, to go 

somewhere. Going to college or training might appear to students as the vehicle to get 

out of the village and go to the city, an explanation supported by the evidence that no 

student with college aspirations mentioned the regional rural branch campus, but instead 

looked to the big city campuses of UAF and UAA.

This finding is quite similar to an early 1990s western Alaska study that found 

students with college plans wanted to attend universities located out of state or in 

Alaska’s big cities, and few students mentioned local branch campuses as being options.
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The authors conclude the appeal of the big campuses is the chance to get away from 

home (Seyfrit et al. 1998:354).

Subsistence after high school

Key findings and themes: Most students, especially the boys, enthusiastically 

participated in subsistence activities and expected to continue doing so after high school.

In the interview, students were asked about their participation in subsistence 

activities. O f all the topics in the interview, this was the one that students responded to 

most enthusiastically, especially the boys. Almost all students would go into detail about 

hunting, camping, and berry picking trips with family and friends. They would explain to 

the interviewer about which plant or animal was harvested at what time of the year, how 

to do it, and how much fun it was.

Students were then asked if subsistence affected their decisions about what to do 

after high school. O f the total sample, about three-fourths of the students (76 percent) 

said participating in subsistence influenced their choices to some extent, and all the 

students who did not want to move away from their village said subsistence was an 

important influence on their plans (Table 5.70). There were no differences in the extent 

of planning between those influenced by subsistence and those who were not.

Table 5.70. Subsistence: tot al gender
Total Sample 

(N=49)
Total Male 

(n=27)
Total Female 

(n=22)
# % # % # %

Subsistence 37 76% 25 93% 12 55%



The number of students who said subsistence influenced their decisions is not a 

surprise, as the activities and values associated with “subsistence” such as hunting, 

fishing, gathering, and sharing continue to define Alaska Native cultural identity. Indeed, 

continuation of subsistence is seen as a means of cultural survival. According to George 

Miller of Cook Inlet Regional, “subsistence.. .is so interwoven into the fabric of 

traditional Native life that it cannot be altered or terminated without seriously 

jeopardizing the culture of our people” (Catton 1997:83). In a 2003 survey of Alaska 

Native households, subsistence was listed as the top issue facing Alaska Natives 

statewide, and 85 percent of respondents rated subsistence as either “very important” or 

“important” for their household (McDowell Group 2003:15).

As shown in Table 5.70, there were strong gender differences in the sample; with 

almost all the males (93 percent) compared with about half (55 percent) of the females 

saying subsistence affected their post-high school plans. The overwhelming popularity of 

subsistence in the boys’ answers blended with a number o f other activities that they 

enjoyed, such as boat riding, snow machining, or shooting rifles. However, no student, 

male or female, looked to a job associated with subsistence for a career, such as trapping 

or carving. The following are male students’ responses to question, “Are you planning 

on continuing to do subsistence after high school?”

“Of course, I love going out hunting.”

“The outdoor life is the best way.”

“Its my life.”

“Subsistence is one of the most funnest things I know.”



Subsistence affected girls’ decisions much less than the boys. While many girls 

said they enjoyed going berry picking and to summer fish camp, it was not a deciding 

factor in what they wanted to do after high school. Several girls mentioned how their 

parents did not let them hunt or use guns, a cultural norm, and one mentioned how she 

stayed home and took care of her younger brother while others went out hunting or 

fishing.

These gender differences are consistent with previous studies that have found 

participating in subsistence more important to Alaska Native males, central to their male 

identity and prestige (Kleinfeld 1981; Bodenhom 1990; Fogel-Chance 1993; Lee 2002). 

Indeed, the images associated with the male hunter remain strong cultural symbols.

Upon arriving at the new C concourse of the Anchorage airport, passengers are greeted 

with a wall-sized photo of a contemporary Inupiaq hunter gazing across the Arctic pack 

ice with a rifle over his shoulder. This imagery is also seen in the logos of Native 

corporations such as Calista, Northwest Arctic, and Chugach whose corporate symbols 

are harpoon-wielding hunters. Similar findings come from the Canadian Arctic. Condon 

et al. found in the early 1990s that even though young Inuit men were increasingly less 

active in hunting, they still equated hunting with what it meant to be an Inuit (Condon et 

al. 1995:43).

Conflicting aspirations

Key findings and themes: Many students had conflicting aspirations, caught 

between wanting both to leave fo r  the city and stay in their home villages. Holding such



desires was a characteristic o f  those who had vague and unfocused plans fo r  life after 

high school.

Many of students who expected to continue subsistence after high school also 

expressed a desire to move to Anchorage or another urban center. When asked how they 

would do both, sometimes students would say their plans were to go back and forth 

between the village and the city seasonally. Others did not have an answer.

Students’ desires both to continue doing subsistence activities with their families 

and friends and also to live in urban areas were part of a larger pattern of conflicting 

aspirations. Students were caught between wanting both to leave and to stay in their 

home village. Although students would say how boring their villages were and how they 

wanted to move to the city, these same students would tell about all the things they liked 

about their homes. One girl explained why she enjoyed life in the village: “I can go out 

whenever I want without being supervised, (with) my mom not being worried about me, 

go snowmachine riding, camping, where I know everybody and everybody knows me. 

I’m pretty much related to everybody here.” A boy said, “I like it here, a lot of 

subsistence hunting, its not too big where you get to know all, everybody in this town.”

This pattern was observed enough times that a code was created to quantify it, 

showing that the majority of the total students (59 percent) held conflicting aspirations of 

leaving and staying (Table 5.71). Almost three-fourths of the vocational students held 

such aspiration (Table 5.72).
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Total Sample 
(N=49)

Total Male 
(n=27)

Total Female 
(n=22)

# % # % # %
Evidence of conflict 29 59% 15 56% 14 64%

Table 5.72. Conflicted by postsecondary education plans
Evidence of conflict (n=29)

Evidence of conflicting aspirations # % column % row

College (n=30) 16 53% 55%
Vocational (n=31) 22 71% 76%
Military (n=19) 12 63% 41%

The following quotes are examples of students who were caught between wanting 

to stay and go.

Female student 1: “I want to live in Anchorage, but at the same time here too, but 

there’s not that many jobs here... seems like everyone is going to 

there (Anchorage).”

Female student 2: “I don't want to go (to the city), but I want to, I want to further my 

education... In the village is a lot better than staying in the city.” 

The following student was conflicted about leaving, but thought he could come 

back periodically. This plan to go back and forth from the village to the city was a 

common theme.

Male student: “(It is) hard to leave this town.”

Interviewer: “What's hard about leaving?”

Male student: “My family, friends, hunting, all kinds of things I like to do.



When asked his reasons for leaving, the boy responded, “For the job, the money, (to) 

have fun.” He said he plans to come back to the village “40 times per year.”

Holding conflicted aspirations was a characteristic of those students who had not 

done much planning, as only about one fourth of students with a clear, thought-through 

plan showed evidence of conflict in their aspiration (Tables 5.73-5.75).

Table 5.73. Clarity of plan and conflict
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Evidence of conflicting aspirations (n=29) 7 54% 24%

Table 5.74. Taking steps and conflict
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Evidence of conflicting aspirations (n=29) 11 69% 38%

Table 5.75. Type of plan and conflict
Thought-through 

plan (n=14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Evidence of conflict 
(n=29)

8 57% 28% 15 65% 52% 6 50% 21%

Delaying education and decisions: “Take a year o ff’ revisited

Key findings and themes: Two thirds o f  the students were postponing decisions 

about what to do after high school, choosing instead to “wait and see what happens ” or 

“take a year o ff ” This phenomenon is both evidence o f  and explanation fo r  students' 

lack o f  planning.
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As stated in the description of stated aspirations at the beginning of the findings 

section, a common theme that emerged from the interviews was the number of students 

who were putting off preparations and decisions regarding what to do after high school, 

instead choosing to “wait and see what happens” or “take a year o ff ’ (5.76).

Total Sample 
(N=49)

Total Male 
(n=27)

Total Female 
(n=22)

# % # % # %

“Take a year off” 32 65% 17 63% 15 68%

The prevalence of students delaying decisions helps explain the lack of planning 

and preparation. Of those who were delaying decisions, only 16 percent had clear plans, 

19 percent had thought-through plans, and 22 percent were taking steps toward realizing 

their plans (Tables 5.77-5.79) “Take a year o ff ’ might have been another way of saying, 

“I have not thought about what to do after high school” or “I am confused about what to

do after high school.”

Table 5.77. Clarity of plan and “take a year o ff’ after 1tiigh school
Has a clear plan 

(n=13)
# % column % row

Planning to take a year off (n=32) 5 38% 16%

Table 5.78. Taking steps and “take a year o ff’ after high school
Taking steps 

(n=16)
# % column % row

Planning to take a year off (n=32) 7 44% 22%
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Table 5.79. Type of plan and “take a year off'’ after high schoo'
Thought-through 

plan (n= 14)
Vague plan 

(n=23)
No planning 

(n=12)

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Planning to take a year off 
(n=32)

3 21% 19% ' 19 83% 59% 10 83% 31%

Confusion about what to do next helps explain why students were postponing 

postsecondary decisions, but not why students had not made plans for other options, 

including where they would get work in the upcoming months after they left high school.

This lack of preparation for non-school options could be because the local jobs 

available to young people, such as helping with commercial fishing, wildland fire 

fighting, or day labor on a local building project, are seasonal and opportunistic, not 

something that can be planned for reliably. Also, these students did not appear concerned 

about moving out of their parents’ house and getting a job to make ends meet after high 

school. A desire to move out of mom and dad’s house is a common for adolescents, but 

these students did not seem to have that desire nor to did they appear pressured to be self- 

sufficient. Older siblings and peers were often still living at home or with extended 

family and it could be that the students in the sample were counting on doing the same. 

Section 5.4. Pulling it all together

As a final measurement, students were coded as either drifting or having 

direction, and were measured against all explanatory influencing variables: significant 

others, involvement in activities, attitudes towards education, migration, subsistence, and



delaying decisions. Each student was coded as having direction if he or she had two of 

the three categories measuring student preparedness, (1) a thought-through plan, (2) a 

clear plan, or (3) taking steps towards realizing his or her plan.

This is a qualitative, exploratory study with questions that are frequency 

descriptive. However, Fisher’s exact test was used to see if there was a statistically 

significant relationship between the influencing variables and whether a student had 

direction or was drifting. Fisher’s exact test is an appropriate statistical significance test 

with small sample sizes (McDonald 2006).

Students with direction

Using the composite code, about one fourth of the sample students had direction 

for life after high school. Students with direction were more likely to have college plans 

(92 percent) compared with the drifting students (51 percent), however, only one student 

with direction believed it was necessary to go to college (Tables 5.80-5.81).

Table 5.80. Drifting students and those with direction___________________________
Drifting students Students with direction
# % # %

Total sample (N=49) 37 76% 12 24%
Total males (n=27) 21 78% 6 22%
Total females (n=22) 16 73% 6 27%
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Table 5.81. Drifting students and those with direction by aspiration
Drifting students 

(n=37)
Students with direction 

(n=12)
Fisher’s 

exact test
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row

College (n=30) 19 51% 63% 11 92% 37% .017

Vocational (n=31) 27 73% 87% 4 33% 13% .019

Military (n=19) 13 35% 68% 6 50% 32% .498

A greater percentage of students with direction reported their families, counselors, 

peers, or activities had influenced their plans (Table 5.82,5.84). They were more likely to 

believe they had received a good education, to enjoy high school, and to have the UA 

Scholar award (Table 5.83). Of these influences, peers, activities, and enjoyment of 

school, and the UA scholar award seem to be the most influential as they show the 

greatest differences between directed and drifting students. In addition, students with a 

higher GPA were more likely to have direction (Table 5.85).

Table 5.82. Drifting students and those with direction by influence
Drifting students 

(n=37)
Students with direction 

(n=12)
Fisher’s 

exact test
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row

Activity influence 
(n=22)

15 41% 68% 7 58% 32% .331

Subsistence important 
(n=37)

28 76% 76% 9 75% 24% 1.0

Conflicted aspirations 
(n=29)

22 59% 76% 7 58% 24% 1.0

Postponing plans 
(n=32)

29 78% 91% 3 25% 9% .001

Plans to migrate 
(n=38)

32 86% 84% 6 50% 16% .016
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Table 5.83. Drifting students and those with direction by education inf uence
Drifting students 

(n=37)
Students with direction 

(n=12)
Fisher’s 

exact test
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row

Thinks postsecondary 
education is necessary 
(n=3)

2 5% 67% 1 8% 33% 1.0

Enjoys high school 
(n=39)

27 73% 69%% 12 100% 31% .093

Believes they have 
received a good 
education (n=24)

17 46% 71% 7 58% 29% .520

UA Scholar 1 3% 20% 4 33% 80% .010

Table 5.84. Drifting and directed students by siignificant other influence
Drifting students 

(n=37)
Students with direction 

(n=12)
Fisher’s 

exact test
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row

Peer influence 
(n=27)

17 46% 63% 10 83% 37% .024

Family influence (n=39) 29 78% 74% 10 83% 26% 1.0

Counselor influence 
(n=36)

26 70% 72% 10 83% 28% .474
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Table 5.85. Drifting students and those with direction by GPA
Drifting students 

(n=37)
Students with direction 

(n=12)
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
Less than 1.0 (n=6) 5 14% 83% 1 8% 17%

1.0-1.9 (n=19) 16 43% 84% 3 25% 16%

2.0-2.9 (n=12) 9 24% 75% 3 25% 25%

3.0-3.9 (n=l) 0 - - 1 8% 100%

Unknown (n=l 1) 7 19% 64% 4 33% 36%

A parent with a regular job was a characteristic of students with direction. 

Seventy-five percent of these students had mothers working regular jobs, compared with 

54 percent of drifting students, and fifty percent had fathers working regular jobs 

compared with 38 percent. There was no clear connection between parent education and 

whether a student had direction or was drifting (Table 5.86).

Table 5.86. Drifting students and those with direction by parent occupation
Drifting students 

(n=37)
Students with direction 

(n=12)
# %

column
%

row
# %

column
%

row
Mother’s occupation
Regular (n=29) 20 54% 69% 9 75% 31%
Seasonal (n=l) 1 3% 100% 0 - -
Not working (n=12) 10 27% 83% 2 17% 17%
Unknown (n=17) 6 16% 86% 1 8% 14%

Father’s occupation
Regular (n=20) 14 38% 70% 6 50% 30%
Seasonal (n=7) 5 14% 71% 2 17% 29%
Not working (n=7) 4 11% 57% 3 25% 43%
Unknown (n=15) 14 38% 93% 1 8% 7%
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For the variables that appear to influence a student with direction, strongest 

statistical relationship exists between the directed variable and: having plans for college 

(P=.017, Fisher’s exact test), peer influence (P=.024, Fisher’s exact test), and being UA 

scholar (.010, Fisher’s exact test). The strongest relationship was enjoying high school 

(.093, Fisher’s exact test).

Drifting students

A full three fourths of the sample (76 percent) were drifting, the males slightly 

more (78 percent) than females (73 percent) (Table 5.80). These drifting students were 

much more likely to report vocational aspirations (73 percent) than students with 

direction (33 percent) (Table 5.81). They were also much more likely to plan to move to 

the city (84 percent) and to be postponing decisions (91 percent) (Table 5.82). The 

drifting students also reported being influenced by family, counselors, peers, and 

activities, but in lower percentages than students with direction (Table 5.84). They were 

less likely to have enjoyed school and less likely to believe they had received a good 

education (Table 5.83). They had lower GPAs (Table 5.85).

For the variables that appear to be characteristics o f a drifting student, the 

strongest statistical relationships were between the drifting variable and: vocational plans 

(P=.019, Fisher’s exact test), plans to migrate to the city (P=.016, Fisher’s exact test) and 

postponing decisions (P=.001, Fisher’s exact test).

The composite code showed a very strong community difference. Eighty-one 

percent were drifting in Community C compared with about two-thirds of the students in
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Communities A and B (Table 5.85). This difference did not appear when the categories 

measuring student preparedness were separated into three variables, meaning that 

students in Community C might have had clear plans, taken steps toward realizing their 

plans, or had thought through their plans in approximately equal proportions to the other 

communities, but they did not have these variables in combination to the extent the others

Table 5.87. Drifting students and those with direction by community
Drifting students Students with direction
# % # %

Community A (n= 11) 7 64% 4 36%

Community B (n=6) 4 67% 2 33%

Community C (n=32) 26 81% 6 19%

A variable that sheds light on the high number of drifting students in Community 

C is their perceived quality of education. As mentioned in Part 2 above, only 28 percent 

of students in Community C believed they had a good education, compared with all (100 

percent) of the students in Community B and 82 percent in Community A.

This reinforces the finding that having a direction for life after high school is 

related to whether or not the student believes he or she received a good education, but 

why such pessimism clustered in one village? Community C was also larger and had the 

reputation of having more social problems than Communities A or B. Interviewers 

noticed the overall school climate and ethos of the school in Community C had a more 

depressed and run-down feeling, the students and staff were more despondent, and the 

building was in poorer condition than those other two communities. As stated in the 

Methods section, it would be worthwhile and fascinating to examine these qualitative



community, school, and student differences and see how they affect outcomes and 

aspirations with more fieldwork and a much deeper understanding of each village and

school.

These findings are further addressed in the following discussion chapter.
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The purpose of this study is to describe the post-high school plans of rural Alaska 

Native students in three communities and examine the influences that have shaped these 

plans. The findings show that most of these high school seniors had vague, confused, and 

often conflicting plans for life after graduation. Students had high aspirations to college 

and vocational training education, but had made little or no plans for getting there. 

Characteristics of students with more coherent plans who were taking steps toward 

attaining their aspirations were a higher GPA, earning the UA Scholar award, enlisting in 

the military, and receiving tangible help in navigating the postsecondary process from 

parents or counselors.

A number of factors influenced these confused and conflicting plans. The 

interviews show that students lacked information, had poor academic preparation, 

doubted the quality of their own education, and were not sure that more education beyond 

high school was necessary. Many students’ education and career aspirations involved 

leaving for the city, and they were tom between a desire to leave home for more 

opportunities and adventure and wanting to remain with family, culture, and familiarity.

Using a framework of analysis that combines cultural capital and perceptions of 

school models, the following discussion section attempts to explain how these influences 

combine to shape students’ plans for life after high school. Misgivings about the purpose 

of education, difficult choices about leaving home, a substandard education with 

subsequent lack of confidence and ability, and a lack of information about possibilities all 

combine to create drifting students who leave high school without direction.

Chapter 6 Discussion



Students in the study sample had high aspirations. They were thinking about 

going to UAF or UAA and off to Job Corps or AVTEC. They wanted to become nurses, 

teachers, electricians, equipment operators, engineers, and doctors. All wanted to go to 

either vocational school or college and most had a career aspiration that required 

postsecondary education or training.

According to previous studies, the high aspirations of students in the sample 

should have been accompanied by high achievement, as it has been found that a higher 

GPA equals higher aspiration and vice versa (Hossler et al. 1999:25; McDonough 

1997:4). However, in the sample, high aspirations for postsecondary education were not 

related to academic achievement. All the students were thinking about going to college 

or training, but the average GPA was 1.7. Even the students with extremely low GPAs 

were quite often “thinking about probably going to college.” In some cases, those with 

the lowest academic indicators had the highest aspirations, such as the aspiring teacher 

who had a GPA below 1.0 or the hopeful doctor with a less than 2.0 GPA. Of those 

students with a 1.0 GPA or less, 83 percent were thinking about going to college.

High aspirations did not equate to planning and preparation, either. Less than one 

third of the total students showed evidence of having clear, thought-through plans and 

were taking steps to attain them. Those with college aspirations were only a few 

percentage points higher.

The result is an interesting contradiction: high school seniors with high 

educational and career aspirations, but low academic achievement who have made little

Section 6.1. Perceptions of school: An “aspiration-achievement paradox”



tangible effort in planning out how to attain these lofty goals. Kao and Tienda (1998) 

refer to this phenomenon as the “aspiration-achievement paradox'” and have found that 

high educational aspirations coupled with low scholastic achievement indicate a trend 

particularly amongst minority students (Kao and Tienda 1998:379).

Examining how these students perceive education and the purpose of school by 

analyzing the extent to which the social, occupational, and economic positions held by 

adults in these groups depend on formal education (Ogbu 1979:25) helps to explain this 

paradox.

According this theory, some minority groups express belief in the folk theory of 

the promise of education for socioeconomic mobility, but this belief is not backed up 

with action due to a group history of unequal returns on education (Ogbu 1991:26). 

Children grow up hearing contradictory messages from their parents about the benefits of 

getting a good education. While parents may tell their children that a good education will 

lead to a good job, what the children observe in their parents’ lives, such as 

underemployment or unemployment, clearly contradicts this statement for low wage 

earners. Children look around their community and see examples of adults who are 

doing well without education and others who are not doing well despite having an 

education.

As a result, children do not see education as a pathway for success, although they 

continue to support the premise. Ogbu writes,

Under these circumstances, involuntary minority students, like their parents, may 

express high interest in doing well in school and in obtaining good credentials for



future employment in the mainstream economy, but they do not back up their wishes 

and aspirations with effort, even though they know that it requires hard work and 

perseverance to succeed academically. The lack of serious academic attitudes and 

effort appears to increase as the students get older and become more aware of their 

own social reality or come to accept the prevailing beliefs about their social reality 

(Ogbu 1991:26).

Put another way, abstract attitudes about education are based on folk theory, and 

concrete attitudes are based on actual experience (Kao and Tienda 1998:355). It is the 

concrete attitude that determines action. For example, a student agrees with the abstract 

idea that a college degree leads to success, but bases his actions on the concrete 

experience that no one he knows has a college education. This concrete attitude is the 

habitus, the worldview of values, attitudes, perceptions that develops from the context in 

which a child grows up (McDonough 1997:9; Hossler et al. 1999:152).

Parts of this theory are applicable to the students in this study’s sample. These 

high school seniors said their parents were largely supportive of postsecondary education 

and encouraged them to go to training and college. Their counselors at school talked 

about college and urged them towards campuses and training programs. For some, a 

school trip to Anchorage for a campus tour sparked their enthusiasm. Throughout their 

lives, satellite television and movies has portrayed college as the mainstream norm, the 

thing to do after high school that leads to good jobs and pay.

Through these influences, students developed an abstract belief in the promise of 

education. Therefore, when asked in an interview or a survey about what they were



thinking of doing after high school, the answer for many was, “going to college.” This 

was noted in another study of rural youth, which found that, “Especially by the twelfth 

grade, the increasingly strong cultural norm of going to college influences the vast 

majority of adolescents from all types of communities to at least say that they are going” 

(Hektner 1995:11).

However, although students in the sample abstractly believed that more education 

was the way to opportunity, this was not the economic or social context in which they 

grew up and was not the concrete attitude they had developed or the reality they actually 

saw. Postsecondary education was not what they saw in their everyday lives. Only 5 

percent of sample parents had a college degree, about average for the region according to 

the U.S. Census. With the exception of teachers, the jobs in their villages for the most 

part did not call for a college degree or an occupational certification requiring long-term 

training at a vocational program. Examples of older peers completing college or training 

that could serve as role models were few and far between. Students mentioned older 

classmates or relatives who dropped out of various programs and came back home. As 

previously stated, in one community, nobody could think of anyone from his or her high 

school who had ever completed college. According to the students interviewed, their 

older peers who were out of high school were not doing much at all.

Given this context, while students believed abstractly that postsecondary 

education was the way to go, they based their actions on their actual experience, that 

unless you wanted to be a teacher, the local economy did not require a degree and few of 

the significant people in their lives had completed a postsecondary program. With a few



exceptions, the people in the students’ everyday lives with college degrees were their 

teachers, the majority of whom were white and not from the region. The concrete 

attitude that developed out of this experience was expressed when students were 

specifically asked if it was necessary to go to college or training. Students responded 

ambiguously that it led to a better job or more pay, but only 6 percent said it was actually 

necessary.

However, aspects o f Ogbu’s theory of cultural school perceptions do not entirely 

correspond with the paradox of high aspirations with low attainment and preparation for 

the rural Alaska Native students in this study’s population. Ogbu refers to an 

“oppositional identity” that develops amongst some minority student groups, whereby 

they consciously choose not to adopt the values or behavior of the dominant culture 

(Ogbu 1991:27). No such opposition was apparent in the student interviews. While they 

were well aware of the cultural differences between their homes and schools, there was 

not a pervasive sense of hostility toward school or teachers or “the system.” Students for 

the most part seemed to like coming to school for a wide variety of reasons, including 

academics but primarily social. Some even said they did not want to leave high school, 

often the center of social life for rural youth.

However, the core of the theory applies to this sample. Student perceptions of the 

purpose and outcomes of education were influenced in part by the context in which they 

grew up, where few people that the student could relate to had a postsecondary degree 

and the economy offered few jobs for those who did. Although parents, relatives,
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counselors, and teachers encouraged students to pursue education, the context made them 

question the purpose.

This finding is similar to what Richard Condon found in his ethnographic study of 

the Canadian Inuit village of Holman in the 1980s. Condon observed that the local 

school taught young people that education held the promise of high paying jobs and 

careers, but the village was too small to have the economic capacity to employ them in 

such jobs, and adults in the community with more education were not better off than 

those with less. This led to “aspirational dilemmas” for young people, the results of 

which were a prolonged adolescence and social problems (Condon 1990:274).

This study’s findings are is also similar to Haller and Verkler’s (1993) premise 

that “adolescents aspire to what they know or can imagine,” which theorizes that rural 

students’ aspirations reflect the rural economy and labor market context in which they 

grow up, where occupations are less likely to require postsecondary education (Haller 

and Verkler 1993:171). The notable exception is the professional job of schoolteacher, 

with which rural students are familiar (Haller and Verkler 1993:176).

Section 6.2. Aspirational tug-of-war: “Rural adolescent conflict”

Another explanation for why students were drifting, holding high career and 

educational aspirations, but with vague and indecisive plans for life after high school is 

that they were going through the confusion caused by a common dilemma faced by rural 

students: plans that include further education or careers often mean leaving the small 

communities to which the students are strongly attached.



Students in the sample were caught between wanting both to leave and stay, and 

these competing aspirations created internal conflict and confusion. Although students 

would say how boring their village was and how they wanted to move to the city, the 

same students would tell about all the things they liked about their homes. There was the 

pull of educational and career opportunities available only in an urban setting like 

Anchorage, along with the general attractions of city life that appeal to most youth such 

as malls and movie theatres. But then, family, friends, participating in subsistence 

activities, and familiarity of home countered this pull to the city.

For example, a girl who wanted to go to college, but at the same time did not want 

to leave high school expressed fear of leaving for college, saying, “Its like taking a step 

out of your old life.” Some students were conflicted and did not seem to know it, 

simultaneously expressing mutually exclusive aspirations for a house and a car in the city 

while continuing to do subsistence, or wanting to remain at home yet aspiring to a career 

that simply does not exist in the narrow village economy.

These two desires combined and created an internal tug-of-war as they thought 

about what to do after leaving high school. They had high hopes for being doctors, 

teachers, engineers, nurses, and skilled tradesman, but these required leaving town for 

more school. Because of local economic conditions, a career in many of these 

occupations meant moving away permanently to work in the chosen field. The result was 

confusion about what to do, resulting in few specific plans and postponed decisions. Over 

three fourths of the students (78 percent) wanted to leave for the city, and of these, a great



majority (84 percent) were drifting. A strong statistical relationship existed between the 

desire to leave and not having direction for life after high school.

Hektner (1995) refers to this aspirational tug-of-war as “rural adolescent conflict.” 

This conflicting desire to both leave and stay is not a new occurrence for rural Alaskan 

youth. It is the same problem outlined in an early 1980s interview with a mother who 

described the problems faced by her son, a recent rural high school graduate, “He didn’t 

want to live at home, his mother explained, but he didn’t want to leave home either. His 

entire family lived nearby” (Kleinfeld et al. 1985:142).

It is not a phenomenon restricted to rural Alaska Native students. Richard 

Condon notes the predicament amongst Canadian Inuit youth (Condon 1991:275). It is 

also cited in numerous studies of rural non-Native students outside of the north 

(Donaldson 1986; Hektner 1995; D ’Amico et al. 1996). Even for the general population, 

more and more adult “boomerang” children are living with their parents. Between 1995 

and 2003, there was a 7 percent increase in families who had at least one child over the 

age of 18 living at home (Emling 2005)

Conflicting emotions about whether leave and stay contribute to confusion about 

what to do after high school, which can help explain why many of the sample students 

said they planned to “take a year o ff ’ before going on to college or training or making 

other life decisions. Students who have conflicted aspirations are more likely to be 

hesitant about their future, expressing a plan to delay pursuing more education for at least 

a year after high school (Hektner 1995:11).



Postponing decisions and taking a “wait and see” approach to life after high 

school was a dominant pattern in the sample of students, with 65 percent delaying post- 

high school actions and decisions. Of those who were delaying decisions, only about 9 

percent showed evidence of making plans. Many had picked up application forms or 

scholarship information to various programs, but had not filled them out or sent them in. 

There was a strong statistical relationship between postponing plans and drifting students.

Many students who planned on “taking some time o ff  after graduation will not 

end up completing a postsecondary program. In a white paper on rural youth, Shaffer 

and Seyfrit note, “the decision to matriculate at any post-secondary institution seems to 

be crucial for minority students because evidence suggests that students who do not 

matriculate immediately after graduation from high school will not matriculate at all” 

(Shaffer and Seyfrit 2000:15).

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, about half (47 percent) 

of all students who enter postsecondary education after delaying end up leaving without 

earning a credential, compared with about one fourth (27 percent) of those who go right 

out of high school (Horn et al. 2005:24).

Student who postpone postsecondary education are at a disadvantage compared 

with ones who start right after high school. For one, they are more likely to have family 

responsibilities. One third of students who delay entering postsecondary programs just 

two to four years have children or dependents, compared with only two percent of those 

who begin directly after high school (Horn et al. 2005:xi). Delayed entrants are more 

likely to come from low-income families with parents who have not attended college.



They are typically not as academically prepared as students who begin right out of high 

school (Horn et al. 2005:vii).

In sum, students in the sample were conflicted over whether to leave home for 

jobs and opportunities in the city, or to stay in the familiar environment of family and 

tradition. This conflict created confusion about what to do after high school and caused 

students to have vague and unfocused aspirations and to postpone their decisions. For 

those that truly hoped to go to postsecondary training or college, statistics show that the 

decision to “take a year o ff ’ after high school is not promising.

Section 6.3. Academic preparation, information, and navigation skills

Student perceptions of the returns on education and rural adolescent conflict are 

useful for understanding the way context influences students’ post-high school plans, but 

they do not include what perhaps was the most apparent and pervasive pattern in the 

interviews: students lacked knowledge of available opportunities and the navigation 

skills to take advantage of them, they were overwhelmed when faced with the paperwork 

and bureaucratic hurdles of postsecondary programs. Most importantly, most were 

unprepared academically.

Students lacked basic information about occupations and how to get into them. 

They were aware of postsecondary programs and careers, but this awareness was vague 

and sometimes inaccurate. Students were planning to go to college but did not know 

where, how to apply, how to pay for it, or what they would study once they arrived there. 

Others could name a training program but did not know why they chose it. They knew



the names of programs and institutions, such as AVTEC, Job Corps, UAF, UAA, but did 

not know further information about what was done at these places.

There was a disconnect between the jobs they aspired to and the plan they had for 

getting it, for instance one girl was planning on going to Job Corps with aspirations to be 

a surgeon, and a boy was thinking about going to UAF to become a carpenter.

The application process of postsecondary programs daunted many students. It 

was common to have picked up an application but not sent it in, for a variety of excuses; 

they were too busy, they would do it next week, they forgot. As previously stated, one 

boy said “I wanted to go to college but I slacked on the application.” Those students who 

had a greater extent of planning said they had help from their counselors or parents with 

filling out applications, indicating that this could be a stumbling block for students who 

do not get help.

Evidence that the postsecondary maze of programs and paperwork overwhelm 

students comes from the predominance of the Army National Guard in students’ 

aspirations. The National Guard option provides students with structure. Once they sign 

up, there are few decisions to make. Think of it from the perspective of a student 

confused about what to do after high school, overwhelmed with options and choices and 

the associated paperwork and procedures that he or she has to figure out. The military 

makes the decisions for the enlistee, tells when and where to go, arranges travel to the 

required training, tells what skill the enlistee is good at, and provides the training.

The National Guard provides other attractions as well. One can live at home and 

get together at the school gym with the other guardsmen from the village to do physical



training. Guardsmen go one weekend a month to the regional hub community and for a 

couple weeks of training in the summer. The Guard provides a reliable albeit part-time 

income in villages with few job opportunities. In addition, the National Guard is a well- 

trodden path; virtually all the students interviewed had a parent, uncle, sibling, or cousin 

who had Guard experience. All in all, the Guard is not a bad option, except for the very 

real possibility of one’s unit being deployed to Iraq, a reality that dampened several 

students’ enthusiasm for the Guard.

Underlying students’ choices was the issue of academic achievement. Higher 

achievement was characteristic of those students who had done a greater degree of 

preparation for life after high school. It seems plausible that this single attribute was the 

most influential, as it would have led to the other characteristics found in those with 

greater preparation and clearer plans. Counselors would likely invest more time in a high 

achieving student and help him or her with applications. It would also have led to being 

in the top 10 percent of the class and earning the UA Scholar award.

However, most students did not have high grades, as evidenced by the average 

GPA being below a 2.0. Further evidence for low achievement comes from publicly 

available data for the students’ schools from the Alaska Department of Education and 

Early Development. These indicators show 60 to 90 percent or more of the students were 

not proficient in reading, writing, or math on the Alaska High School Graduation 

Qualifying Examination (HSGQE). Graduation rates for the study year were 

substantially less than even the 48 percent average for Alaska Native students statewide,



which is already much lower than the 67 percent for all other ethnicities (McDowell 

Group 2005:77).

In the State of Alaska, students are required to pass the HSGQE and to have 

earned at least 21 credits to obtain a diploma. This was the “elephant in the room” during 

the interviews: primarily because they had not passed the HSGQE, a generous estimate is 

that fewer than half o f the study sample would graduate with a high school diploma. This 

estimate comes from the total number of graduates for all three schools in 2005 reported 

by the Alaska Department of Education and Early Development and divided by the total 

study sample number. Understandably, during the interview, most students did not 

mention that they were not going to get a diploma.

The best these students could hope for on graduation day was a “Certificate of 

Achievement,” a hollow credential the state awards to students who meet credit 

requirements but do not pass the HSGQE. There are no limits on age or number of tries 

for the graduation test, so students could come back to school the following fall or spring 

to retake it if they chose to. However, these students had been taking and failing the 

HSGQE since their sophomore year of high school and watching many older peers do the 

same. They were undoubtedly disillusioned and held little hope of passing the test next 

year.

The prospect of not receiving a real diploma, the basic requirement for practically 

any job or postsecondary training program, undoubtedly affected these students’ hopes 

and aspirations profoundly. It is impossible to measure the impact of going through high 

school facing the reality that there is a good chance of not receiving anything to show for



it. As a result, although they were “thinking about going to college”, they also knew they 

were not going to leave school with diplomas, which explains the vague plans and lack of 

preparation so apparent in the interviews.

Graduation tests are a new and controversial phenomenon in Alaska, but they 

serve to quantify a longstanding challenge for rural Alaska schools: raising student 

achievement. This challenge is caused by numerous factors. The small size of most rural 

schools means fewer courses and activities can be offered than in larger schools.

Teachers must cover multiple subjects, often outside of their content area. Schools have 

to import their certified teachers, who might or might not be familiar with Alaska Native 

culture and learning styles and are likely to leave after a year or two, resulting in a lack of 

continuity from year to year (Hower and Kelly 1996).

The students in this study were well aware of their academic shortcomings. Less 

than half (49 percent) thought they had received a good education. However, a low GPA 

also frequently accompanied this attitude. So, it is difficult to distinguish whether it was 

the education system or an unwillingness to work hard in academics that dampened 

students’ hopes for college, training, and career.

Even without a diploma, students could still get a General Educational 

Development (GED) degree through Job Corps, and the University of Alaska has an open 

enrollment policy and developmental courses for students without a high school degree 

who want to go to college. However, students’ misgivings about the quality of their 

education might have discouraged them from pursuing these options. Couple this self



doubt with all the older peers who had gone to postsecondary programs and dropped out, 

and it is not surprising that students had not made real plans to attain their aspirations.

The final chapter draws conclusions and offers recommendations for schools to 

address the issue of drifting students who leave school unprepared to take the next step.
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Chapter 7 Conclusions and Recommendations

This thesis describes the post-high school plans of rural Alaska Native students in 

three communities and examines the influences that have shaped these plans. It explores 

reasons for the high number of drifting students with unstructured and vague plans for 

what to do after high school, identifies characteristics of students with direction, and 

presents explanations of how social, economic, and educational influences combine to 

shape students’ future plans.

The study finds that most of the high school seniors in the sample had vague, 

confused, and often conflicting plans for life after graduation. Many wanted to go on to 

postsecondary education and were thinking about careers that required more schooling, 

but few students had taken steps to attain these aspirations or made other plans for what 

to do after high school. There were significant gender differences in postsecondary 

education and migration plans, but these differences were not reflected in the extent of 

student planning. Influence from parents, counselors, peers, and activities did not 

translate into a clearer idea about what to do after high school unless it was specific and 

concrete assistance.

Characteristics of students with direction were having a higher GPA, having 

enjoyed high school, and receiving tangible help in navigating the postsecondary process 

from parents or counselors. Students who had earned the UA Scholar award or enlisted 

in the military also had direction for life after high school. Both these programs provide 

a structured script with specific guidelines to follow.



Students held confused and vague plans for a number of reasons. The interviews 

show that students lacked information about options available and the navigation skills to 

get there, and appeared overwhelmed by the paperwork and applications required by 

postsecondary programs. Many had poor academic preparation and doubted the quality 

of their own education, and were not sure that more education beyond high school was 

necessary. There were few older peers who were successfully pursuing postsecondary 

education or working regularly. Many students’ education and career aspirations 

involved leaving for the city, and they were tom between a desire to leave home for more 

opportunities and adventure and wanting to remain at home with family and culture.

These contributing factors in combination with contextual social and economic 

influences combined to create an “aspiration-achievement paradox” where students had 

high aspirations not backed up with effort or planning due in part to their perceptions of 

education. These influences also set students up to experience “rural adolescent 

conflict,” a common dilemma for rural students wanting both to leave and stay home that 

results in confusion and a tendency to put off making decisions. Underlying all post-high 

school plans were a lack of skills for navigating the postsecondary maze, a low level of 

academic achievement, and the prospect of not receiving a high school diploma.

In summary, students were finishing high school with vague and unfocused plans 

for what to do next as a result of many social, economic, and educational influences. 

Misgivings about the purpose of education, difficult choices about leaving home, a 

substandard education, a lack of information, and perceptions of failure all combine to 

create drifting students who leave high school without direction.



Schools prepare students for adult life. For the schools in this study sample, their 

resources appeared focused on moving students through competency levels until they 

finished high school. The main objective was to improve students’ scores on their district 

and state tests (Standards Based Assessments for grades 3-10, TerraNova/CAT 6 for 

grades 5 and 7, High School Graduation Qualifying Exam for grades 10-12). This focus 

is understandable given the current climate of using standardized tests as the sole 

measure of a school’s performance and the pressure on teachers and administrators to 

raise test scores.

While the schools were working hard to get students through high school, much 

less emphasis seemed to be placed on helping students figure out what they should do 

once they actually finished school. For example, the girl who said the main focus of her 

teachers had been getting her high school classes taken care of so she could graduate.

She said she would work on what to do after high school later.

The following thoughts are presented as ideas for schools and others concerned 

with rural youth with the purpose of improving strategies for helping students approach 

life after high school.

Freeing up counselors

Help from the school counselor was not effective when it involved simply 

distributing or presenting general information about programs and opportunities. Specific 

basic, tangible and individualized help was most useful, such as helping to fill out 

application forms and writing entrance essays. This type of help is time consuming.

Section 7.1. Recommendations for schools



Although school counselors were not formally interviewed, from observations and 

casual conversations at the schools it appears that the counselors are forced to spend the 

majority of their time not on counseling, but rather managing all the district and state 

testing mandates. The counselors were keeping track of student assessments as they 

progressed through the phase or skill levels produced under a new education model 

recently adopted by many school districts in Alaska. They were also responsible for on

site coordination of the State of Alaska’s standardized assessments.

Given the dramatic increase in testing over the past few years, it is conceivable 

that the state and federal agencies mandating the assessments could also pay for districts 

to create a position in each school that is solely responsible for managing assessment 

regimes. This would free up the counselor to give students more attention. Schools often 

use upperclassmen as student aides to help out in the office or assist a teacher and gain 

work experience, perhaps assigning drifting students to be counselor aides for one of their 

class periods.

Courses, programs, and visits

Career development courses did not appear to have much impact. Two schools 

had such classes, but their effectiveness was negligible. Hardly any students mentioned it 

in the interviews. One of these said the class was “supposed to help you, like, get a 

career you want, but it didn’t help me.” It apparently did not help many other students, 

either. Schools could take another look at their curriculum for such courses to see how 

relevant they are to the students’ situations, and make sure that they focus on helping 

students find a direction that gives purpose and meaning, and then sort through the maze



of options that accompany post-high school choices. The career development class could 

begin at younger age, perhaps ninth and tenth grade instead of eleventh and twelfth. The 

class could include a family component as well, using a round-table approach where 

parents along with their sons and daughters could discuss options, possibilities, and 

pathways with the counselors and teachers.

College and training program representatives had visited at least one of the 

schools the previous fall. Only few students mentioned this, and these students did not 

remember specifically what institutions had visited or much else about them. It appears 

that such visits are not very effective. It could be that the students do not have enough 

background knowledge and contextual information to make use of the information 

presented. Representatives would do well to reevaluate their recruitment strategies in 

rural areas and spend more time in the schools, perhaps building closer ties to school 

counselors and students along with the staff who teach career development courses.

School bulletin boards were covered with flyers promoting a myriad of summer 

program opportunities for rural high school students at college campuses and special 

camps. No student mentioned having participated in such a program, and one counselor 

said that the students typically do not fill out the paperwork to apply. It could be that, 

through their selection and admission process, these programs reach only the small 

segment of the population who are already predisposed to having direction. This thesis 

has found that what separates the drifting from the directed students has a lot to do with 

school-related skills, such as GPA, enjoyment of school, activity involvement, and 

getting help with paperwork. If programs designed to help rural students use academics



as selection criteria or require a mountain of forms and paperwork, then they miss those 

students who are in most need of help.

One school in the sample had sent all its juniors and seniors on a trip to 

Anchorage to tour UAA, Job Corps, and other training and apprenticeship opportunities. 

All the students from this school mentioned the trip. It seemed to have broadened their 

perspectives about possibilities and to have given them mental images o f what life would 

be like for them at one of these programs, back to the premise that “adolescents aspire to 

what they know or can imagine” (Haller and Verkler 1993:171).

However, only one student who went on this trip had made real plans for pursuing 

a postsecondary program, and this student already had high grades, the UA scholar 

award, and a lot of tangible support from the counselor and parents. It could be that such 

trips are valuable for their perspective-broadening capabilities, and schools need to 

capitalize on this by following up these trips with substantial support in helping students 

navigate their way through the application process of postsecondary programs. It is also 

possible that the trip was taken too late in their high school careers, it took place in the 

second semester of their senior year. Going during the junior year could make a 

difference.

Regional learning centers

It seems that a whirlwind trip to Anchorage or Fairbanks for a tour of campuses 

and programs, a general career development class, or a one-shot school visit by a college 

or vocational program representative alone simply do not provide enough reinforcement 

and context to increase perceived relevance of postsecondary education to rural youth. It



is one thing to know that jobs and training programs exist, and quite another to have the 

background knowledge, confidence, and navigational skills to get there and succeed. The 

small village schools do not have the staff, time, or resources to give students an adequate 

chance to develop these attributes.

Several school districts in the state are experimenting with the concept of a 

regional vocational learning center that serves many villages, using the residential school 

models of boarding programs and session-based programs to provide students with more 

in-depth career and vocational experience.

Boarding school model

A recent career-oriented boarding school model is being used at the Galena 

Interior Learning Academy (formerly known as Project Education Residential School). 

Galena offers a high school program that focuses on automotive technology, culinary 

arts, aviation, and cosmetology. Other such new boarding programs exist in Bethel and 

Nenana. A longitudinal study is needed of the students who participate in these boarding 

program.

Alaska’s boarding school history is mixed. They have worked for some students, 

failed for others, and have had unforeseen repercussions. The model used Galena 

provides an attractive option to some, but boarding schools have the disadvantage of 

removing students from family and community, and the concept holds negative 

connotations for many due to the history of boarding schools in Alaska (Hirshberg and 

Sharp 2005:2). Prior to the village school system when boarding schools were the only 

option for rural secondary education, some of the state’s boarding programs were plagued



with problems of high dropout rate, low achievement, substance abuse, and violence. 

(Kleinfeld 1973).

However, despite the negative connotations associated with boarding programs, 

many Alaska Natives who attended boarding schools place a high value on the 

experience and education they received (McDowell Group 2001). According to Reggie 

Joule, an Inupiaq state legislator and alumnus of Copper Valley Catholic boarding school, 

the top high schools “bar none” in the state during the late 1960’s were St. Mary’s, 

Copper Valley, and Covenant, all of which were boarding schools (Joule 2004).

This evaluation reinforced by a 1979 study of a Catholic boarding school in the 

village of St. M ary’s that found the school consistently produced successful, healthy 

students who went on to college and assumed leadership positions in their home 

communities (Kleinfeld 1979). The Anchorage Boarding Home Program of the early 

1970s also had success stories for some students (Kleinfeld 1973). Today, Mt. 

Edgecumbe continues to remain extremely popular and has a tradition of quality 

education and postsecondary success, with a waiting list of applicants (McDowell Group 

1994). It remains to be seen whether the new career-focused boarding programs such as 

the Galena Interior Learning Academy will be as successful as Mt. Edgecumbe. 

Session-based model

Another approach is a session-based model currently being used by the Bering 

Strait School District’s Northwestern Alaska Career and Technical Education Center 

(NACTEC). In this model, students come to a residential vocational program in Nome



for one to three weeks of career, job skill, and life skill development. After their session, 

the students return home.

It is possible that this model could provide students with more in-depth career 

awareness, confidence, and navigation skills than village schools with constrained 

resources are able to provide. This program has the advantage of not keeping young 

people away from home for too long, but still giving them experience with independent 

living.

Section 7.2. Working with church youth groups

Schools and church youth groups have the common goal of helping students find 

a fulfilling direction in life and having the skills to attain their aspirations. The youth 

group has an advantage of being peer oriented; students go there with their friends, and 

peer influence is significant. The church youth group seemed to make a difference for 

several students in this sample; the only student who completed a year o f college went to 

a Bible college and was supported by the church youth group in her village. It was 

unclear the extent to which the schoolteachers and counselors were aware of or worked 

with the local pastor who led the youth group. By sharing ideas, they could learn from 

each other and further leverage their efforts.

Section 7.3. Suggestions for future research

While this study found many informative insights into why so many rural students 

leave high school without a sense of direction, the sample size is quite small. It would be 

useful to include more schools in more regions throughout the state. It would also be 

useful to add interviews with former students, parents, and school staff.
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In addition, a fascinating study would be to explore the qualitative differences in 

the ethos of the three schools and their communities that came through in the student 

interviews, such as enthusiasm, hope, and curiosity. The high number of drifting students 

in Community C coupled with their low perception of the quality o f their education 

indicates these qualitative factors could be related to how students think about and plan 

for the future. Community C was the largest community with the most employment 

options. It would have made sense if the students had more direction, not less.



151

I returned to each village in the spring of 2006 to re-interview the students in the 

sample to see how their plans worked out. They had by that time been out of high school 

for one year. I was able to interview or track down information for every student. The 

following is a brief summary of the initial findings from these follow-up interviews. 

Section 8.1. Students who pursued a postsecondary aspiration

Chapter 8 Epilogue

All of the 49 students in the original sample had aspirations to college, vocational 

school, or the military. Twelve students pursued a postsecondary aspiration (table 8.1). 

Table 8.1. Aspirations 2005 and follow-up 2006______________________
Aspirations 2005 interviews Follow-up 2006 interviews

#
% total 
sample 
(N=49)

#
% total 
sample 
(N=49

% total 
aspiring

College 30 61% 6 12% 20%
Vocational 31 63% 2 4% 6%
Military 19 31% 4 8% 21%

Out of the thirty students who were thinking about going to college in the initial 

interview, six students (3 males, 3 females) went on to either a two or four year college. 

Two went to UAA, two went to UAF, one went to a rural UAF campus, and one went to 

a parochial college.

Of those that went on to college, all but one dropped out after several months or 

left after one semester. The one exception was a girl who went to a parochial college. 

The primary reason students gave for leaving college was that a “family issue” came up 

and they had to return home for a time, which caused them to fall behind in their classes



and eventually to withdraw or drop out from school entirely. By the time I interviewed 

them in the spring of 2006, they were wishing they had stayed at college and wanted to 

go back. At least one had lost a scholarship due to poor grades during that first semester 

and was not sure what to do next.

Table 8.2. Still enrolled or completed program after one year
# entered a program 

in 2005
# still enrolled in or 

completed a program in 
2006

% still enrolled in or 
completed a program in 

2006
College 6 1 17%
Vocational 2 2 100%
Military 4 4 100%

O f the 31 students who wanted to go to a vocational training program such as Job 

Corps or AVTEC after high school, two students went; one girl to Job Corps in the fall 

and one boy to a short summer carpentry program. The boy completed his carpentry 

program and the girl was still in Job Corps during the follow-up interviews.

Four students, all male and from the same community, joined the military, three in 

National Guard and one in the Marines. This follows the “peer cluster” pattern found in 

the initial interviews. Several were due to deploy with their Guard unit to the Middle 

East shortly after the follow-up interview took place.

Section 8.2. Students who did not pursue their aspiration

About three-fourths of the sample had not yet pursued a postsecondary aspiration. 

Many had worked a seasonal job in the summer for one or two months, primarily in 

various regional fish canneries. They spent the fall and winter living at their parents’ 

house, perhaps working part time at a local store or picking up some day labor around



town. Very few worked full time. Often they would be helping out their family, 

babysitting a younger sibling and doing various household chores. It was common to 

have gone to Anchorage for a few weeks to stay with relatives and perhaps look for work, 

but to have eventually moved back home. Out of the 49 students in the sample, 35 (71 

percent) were in the village at the time of the interview, ten (six girls, four boys) were 

living somewhere else, and four of the students’ locations were unknown.

Approximately one half of the total sample did not earn a high school diploma, 

and graduation rates in several schools were below 30 percent. From information 

collected during the follow-up interviews, it appears they had not passed the High School 

Graduation Qualifying Exam. Five of the students in the sample who did not receive a 

diploma remained in high school, but the majority did not. Several mentioned coming 

back to re-take the HSGQE in the fall and spring in the hopes of passing this time.

These drifting young people seemed to be treading water, waiting for something 

to happen. All the students I was able to contact were very willing to meet me for an 

interview; they seemed to enjoy having something to do. When I asked one young man 

what he had been up to the past year, he said he was just a “regular village dude.” I asked 

what being a “regular village dude” involved, and he responded, “Just living life...Get 

up, eat, find something to do like go hunting, check out my friends, hang out with them.”

I quickly learned not to call their houses before noon to arrange a time to meet because 

most were still sleeping until around that time.



Many were nostalgic about their high school days. They said that now the days 

were empty and boring. As one girl put it, “I wish I could go back to high school.. .being 

around teachers, students, friends.”

Many still had some sort of plans to go to college or a vocational training 

program. One girl told me, “I wish there was another place I could get a job so I could 

have a full time and a part time job. Its boring sitting around.” However, few were taking 

steps towards attaining these plans, such as filling out applications or seeking financial 

aid. Eight students, seven female and one male, had children of their own at the time of 

the follow-up interviews.

Section 8.3. Lessons from follow-up interviews

The initial 2005 interviews found that most of students in the sample were going 

to finish high school with vague, unstructured, and uninformed plans for what to do next. 

The 2006 follow-up interviews show that most of these students were now drifting, 

treading water, waiting for something to happen.

Six of the 12 students who were determined in the initial interviews to have 

direction using the composite code (see part 4 of the Findings section) had followed 

through with their plan. Fisher’s exact test indicates there is a significant relationship 

(P=.047) between having direction and pursuing a postsecondary aspiration.

Drifting students 2005 
(n=37)

Students with direction 
2005(n=12)

Fisher’s 
exact test

# %
column

%
row

# %
column

%
row

Pursued a postsecondary 
aspiration 2006 (n=12)

6 16% 50% 6 50% 50% .047



Those seniors with direction, with clear and thought through plans for life after 

high school were more likely to pursue their aspirations during the first year after 

graduation. However, having direction did not mean they were prepared, especially those 

that went to college. The fact that only one of six students made it past their first

semester shows that having direction alone does not equate being prepared to succeed at 

college.

The four boys who joined the military and the boy and girl who went to 

vocational school fared much better than the six who went to college. It is possible that 

the institutional support of military and vocational programs provide a more thorough and 

structured transition for rural students compared with a college campus.

For the majority who were drifting and trying to figure out what to do next, it 

remains to be seen if they will find a pathway that will lead to attaining their aspirations. 

As one girl told me in the follow-up interview “I don’t look that far, I just let my days go 

by. Its like when I plan it never works out.”
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Appendix

We are trying to help schools improve the ways they prepare young people for life after 
high school. Thank you for doing this interview. We hope it will improve the kind of 
classes schools offer and the kind of counseling programs students receive.”

OVERVIEW

1. Can you tell me what you are thinking about doing after you finish high school? 

EDUCATION AFTER HIGH SCHOOL

One path you might take is getting more education— like college or a voc-tech program 
or some other kind of school.

1. What are your thoughts about getting more education?

Probe for:

Applications actually sent?
Applied for scholarships?
How will you pay for it?

2. Now I’d like to ask you what influenced your decision.

3. What does your family think about your plan?

4. Think about your good friends. What are your friends doing after high school? 

SCHOOL EXPERIENCE

1. Have any teachers or counselors talked to you about what to do after high school?

2. Have you participated in any career or job exploration classes/programs?

3. Some people don’t go to college because they just don’t like school. What about you?
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4. Some people don’t go to college because they don’t think their high school gave them 
a good enough education for college. What about you?

5. Some people think you need a college degree to get a good job that makes good 
money. Other people think you can do fine in life without college. What do you think?

So what I ’m hearing you say is.... Do I have this right?

GENDER GAP

1. Nowadays, a lot more girls are heading to college than guys are. This is an interesting 
mystery, which we are trying to figure out. Do you have any ideas about why this is 
happening?

2. In your graduating class, did the girls and guys differ when it came to getting awards 
and honors or being the valedictorian? How? Why do you think this is?

JOB IDEAS

1. What are your thoughts about the kind of job you want in the future?

2. Could you name all the kinds of jobs you might want to do in the future? Just list all 
the possibilities.

Probe for: student’s knowledge of different kinds of jobs, pay levels, labor market 
opportunities

3. What about joining the military?

Probe for: if interested, probe for view of possibilities in military, friends’ experience.

So what I’m hearing you saying is....? Do I have this right?

1. The next path takes you to a place where you can do subsistence. Do you come from a 
subsistence family?

2. Do you plan to hunt and fish and do subsistence after high school?

So what I’m hearing you say is....? Do I have this right?
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SETTLING DOWN

1. Where are you thinking about living when you decide to settle down?

Probe for: Home community, regional town, state o f Alaska, outside Alaska

Why? Following job or some other reason

So what I’m hearing you saying is...? Do I have this right?

IDEAL LIFE

1. Let’s say things turn out just the way you want. Picture what your life look like. What
would you put in this picture— like the kind of house you want, car you want to drive,
family you want to have, just what your life would look like?

So what I’m hearing you say is Do I have this right?

WRAP-UP

1. What could the schools can do to help students figure out what to do after high school?

2. Is there anything else I should be asking you to understand better your ideas about 
your future?

3. Do you have any new thoughts about some of these questions I asked you earlier, like 
the difference between girls and guys in going on to college?

High School Interview Guide (continued)

Thanks so much for all your help. We sure hope you have a great future.


