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commitments may have been a way of acquiring some sense
of stability and settling the question of occupational identity
to some degree.

Many of the students were already on their own finan-
cially, or were at least somewhat financially self-responsible
(e.g., they paid their own car insurance or bought their own
clothes). Several were already living on their own. Jill lived
with her boyfriend and their 4-month-old baby:

[having my son has] definitely made me grow up
and realize that | have responsibilities . . . you have
to go to work and stuff . . . you have to really look
at what you're gonna do because you have someone
to take care of and you have to make a life for them
and to be a role model . . . so that’s definitely made
my life all that much harder to plan and to make
sure I'm doing the right thing.

The students were in accord with the perceived parental
requirement that they quickly become self-sufficient,
though some assigned their own meaning to their parents’
expectation, as Hannah did, contrasting her life with the
lives of other seniors she knew whom she described as
“lazy™ and who weren’t “gonna make it in the real world
at all” because:

Their parents pay for everything, so when they get
on their own, they’re not gonna know where their
money’s supposed to be going. And they spend it
on stupid stuff. . . . I pay for everything. I pay for
my own gas. I pay for my own insurance. If there’s
clothes [ want, I buy ‘em. Anything like that, I have
to pay for it. My parents don’t pay for anything.

The several students who hoped to go to college at
some point agreed that they didn't want to choose college
if they didn’t know what they would get out of it. Going to
college immediately after high school was not viewed as
necessary, consistent with the students’ perspectives of the
pace of life and the valuing of outcomes. College was an
option they felt was always available to them. As Jill, the
single mother above, put it:

Actually, if T really wanted to go to college right
now, I could probably get a lot of aid and every-
thing. But I want to be ready to go and not just . . .
go because everybody else wants me to go.

Though these students expressed some trepidation about
facets of life in the real world, most were more eager than
anxious to get on with life. All talked about the challenges
of balancing work with marriage, family, and other lifestyle
goals. They were willing to work to support themselves,
willing to work at their relationships, and thoughtful about

putting it all together in ways that honored their values about
work, family, making a home, and providing stability for
raising children.

Adulthood

These rural, work-bound students described adult iden-
tity and the real world as a process of identity development
that occurs within the context or community from which they
sought achievement and recognition (Erikson, 1963; Marcia
et al., 1993; Vermeulen & Minor, 1998). The adult identi-
ties that these students were developing in the real world
consisted of several “content domains™ (Marcia et al., 1993,
p. 21). There were those specific to the real world—work,
family, and stability—and those specific to becoming an
adult—freedom, responsibility, independence, uniqueness,
continuity, and commitment. The interviewees expressed
acceptance of responsibility for their own career decision
making and career development process, which is an at-
titudinal component of career maturity. For these students,
work appeared to have been a more realistic, and perhaps
more meaningful, goal to aspire to than college.

These work-bound students valued continued learning
as a means to job advancement and to enhance skills and
knowledge. However, learning in a traditional academic
setting that does not explicitly connect what 1s learned to
what is needed in a job was not an investment many of these
students were willing to make. For these students, the real
world of adulthood was imminent and, from their perspec-
tives, delaying entry into this world by going to college was
both unrealistic and impractical,

Conclusions

The emerging social constructivist view of career de-
velopment provides a paradigm within which educators can
work with rural, work-bound high school students (Savickas,
1997). The process of talking with a school counselor is typi-
cally perceived as carrying little expected psychological risk.
As this (and other) research indicates, however, for many
people career issues are not made in isolation from other life
issues. This has become vividly apparent to women (e.g.,
Vermeulen & Minor, 1998), as they become expected more
and more to balance work and relational domains in order to
feed their families, literally and figuratively. It is also appar-
ent in the career choice processes of persons from cultural
backgrounds in which competition, individual achievement,
and individuation from family expectations are not prized
values (Borodovsky & Ponterotto, 1994; Fouad & Bingham,
1995; Herr & Niles, 1994). These features characterize many
rural students as well, particularly those who participated in
this study. Many educators are likely already aware that such
factors as family, social class, and student employment have
an impact on students’ aspirations and decision processes.
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Educators may not be aware, however, of the relative im-
portance of each of these to individual students with whom
they work, or how each student evaluates and values each
of these contexts as he or she makes decisions about his or
her developing identity. Educators must ask, listen, evaluate
without judging, and provide accurate information as well as a
forum within which students can explore, examine, and assess
all facets of their transition and decision-making processes.

This discussion and the data presented here also raise a
question about the overall purpose and expected outcomes of
a high school education. There appears to be a contradiction
between social expectations of the outcomes of high school
and adult identity development. On one hand, individual
achievement and responsibility, including responsibility
for one’s choices and actions, are social expectations for
achievement of adult status. Yet, as these students sense,
when students like them make independent decisions regard-
ing occupational choices, achieve these and take responsi-
bility for them, their choices are less valued by educators 1f
they have not chosen to attend college when they have the
academic capability to do so. These work-bound students
expressed the perception that the singular valued purpose
of a high school education was academic preparation for
college. Is college the only acceptable outcome of a high
school education?

This study focused solely on the aspirations and per-
spectives of work-bound rural high school seniors. The data
represent what the students were willing to reveal within a
limited and specific context and did not include observations
of the processes they described. The students were likely
not fully aware of all the factors influencing their decision
(Krieshok, 1998) and, as several of them said, were surprised
by many of the topics raised for discussion and, in some
cases, surprised that someone valued hearing about facets of
their lives and decisions that they themselves valued. Why
should this kind of conversation be unfamiliar and even a
surprise to them? Is no one talking with them?

All of these students were white and were from work-
ing-class families. It is likely that their race would not have
been a factor that most were conscious of having an impact
on their choices (Helms, 1994), but that socioeconomic sta-
tus, and particularly the regional availability of employment
options, were factors about which they would likely have
had an awareness (Blustein, 1997; Haller & Virkler, 1993).
Though the relevance of gender roles was not explored
explicitly, this contextual feature was apparent in many of
the women's descriptions of their identity development in
relation to a specific husband or boyfriend. Josselson (1987)
would place these women in an identity foreclosure status, a
status she characterized as “purveyor of the heritage” (p. 42).
Women in foreclosure status have made identity commit-
ments that reflect childhood values and continue parentally
supported choices without having challenged those values
and choices. The foreclosure status is generally viewed as

an undesirable and less healthy status, particularly for men
(Marcia et al., 1993). However, women foreclosures have
been found to be generally as psychologically healthy as
identity achievement women. Foreclosures “have a goal or
goals and are marching down their chosen roads without
looking around or considering other possibilities. Their
certitude and self-assurance are enviable” (Josselson, 1987,
p. 69). Each of these sociocultural variables—race, socioeco-
nomic status, and gender—is a relevant factor to be explored
in future studies and in the practice of career counseling with
all students. Future research should also explore rural educa-
tors” perspectives of their roles in assisting students in the
post-high school transition and decision-making processes,
including their perspectives of the salience of race, gender,
and socioeconomic class.

Educators, and particularly school counselors, play
critical roles in assisting students’ development and attain-
ment of aspirations, yet seem more focused on playing this
role in the lives of college-bound students than those of
work-bound students. The process can appear to be much
clearer in working with college-bound students yet, as these
interviewees attest, all rural students who go on to work or
college need more help with the processes of transition,
exploration, and goal-setting.
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Appendix A
Topics of Inquiry

(8]

10.

11

Career, family, and lifestyle plans, aspirations, and expectations for the immediate future after high school
and the process undergone to arrive at these decisions.

Work history—experiences and influences.

Current high school program and how this decision was made.

Family/parental influences; roles and responsibilities within the family.

School history—experiences and influences.

Career, family, and lifestyle plans, aspirations, and expectations for the future 10-15 years after high school.
Personal attributes—skills, qualities, strengths, interests, talents, accomplishments,

Extracurricular and leisure activities—alone, with family, with friends.

Becoming an adult.

Activities that make up a typical day, week.

Assessment of the role and influence of school personnel on planning and decisions.

. Roadblocks and barriers to pursuit or attamment of aspirations.

. Assets and resources to facilitate pursuit and attainment of aspiration,
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