














Table 5
Correlations Among Network Processes, Educational Outcomes, and Psychosocial Qutcomes (N = 298)

Academic Self-

Academic Academic

Aspirations effort orientation apathy concept Trust
Academic
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Academic
orientation 1 S [69**
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M 4.11 3.07 2.90 1.66 3.85 3.60
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Table 6

Regression Model of Aspirations, Academic Effort, Academic Orientation, Academic Apathy, Self-concept, and Trust on

Network Processes

Academic Academic  Academic Self-
Aspirations effort orientation apathy concept Trust
(N=299) (N=1314) (N=314) (N=314) (N=313) (N=313)
Intimacy/emotional support .03 LT HE Jd5* -.08 .09 Jd6*
Academic support S1EE 244 s -.06 S TE 2
Interpersonal support .04 .00 -.02 -.06 07 A7*
R.’ .07**¥ ‘13**1 .]4t** _03#* _08*** _IS***

Note. Standardized regression coefficients (3) can be interpreted as effect sizes.

*p < .05. **p < 01. ***p < 001,

tional and interpersonal support provided by adults in the
social network.

Summary. The most influential network process is
academic support, which was statistically significant for
all outcomes except academic apathy and trust. The effect
of emotional support was significant for academic effort,
academic orientation, and trust. Interpersonal support was
significant only for trust. For three outcomes, the network
processes explained over 13% of variance: academic effort,
academic orientation, and trust. These results are encour-
aging and contribute to our understanding about the rela-
tionship between adolescents’ social capital and academic
engagement.

Discussion

This exploratory study examined three research ques-
tions about rural adolescents’ social networks and edu-
cational and psychosocial outcomes. First, we presented
descriptive analyses of network qualities and processes in a
typical network of important adults. Next, we examined the
relationships among network qualities and educational and
psychosocial outcomes. Finally, we assessed relationships
among network processes and outcomes. The results cor-
roborate some of the earlier findings in sociological literature
that a diverse and heterogeneous network is likely to be a
source of social capital for individuals. These data show
a trend that there are two kinds of functions of networks:
One is emotional and interpersonal support, which is more
implicit, and the other is more instrumental support, which
is more explicit.

Based on the descriptive results, one theme is worthy
of further discussion. Social support literature distinguishes
between emotional and instrumental support. While the
mean levels of support in all three areas are very similar (3
on a scale of | to 4), a closer look at the item means reveals

some differences. In terms of emotional and interpersonal
support, while adolescents felt supported, they were not too
likely to share feelings with or get advice from the three
most important adults in their networks. For academic sup-
port, the results reflect that overall, most networks provide
generalized academic support to adolescents. However,
network members are about 10 to 20% less likely to give
constructive criticism about school work than they are to
“push” students to do well in school or serve as a role model
of achievement.

Possible explanations for this difference in perceived
implicit and explicit support include developmental stage
and the unique characteristics of the sample. Adolescence
is a stage where peers become more important confidantes
than family members and other adults. Thus, they may feel
understood and accepted by their parents and other adults,
but prefer to share more intimate feelings with peers. They
may also not remember specific incidents of support, but
rather the general sense of support they feel from others.
Another possible explanation could be related to the demo-
graphic characteristics of the participants in this sample.
In rural areas, there tends to be greater network closure,
defined as parents knowing one another and their children’s
friends (Coleman, 1988), and closer physical proximity to
extended family members. The feelings of implicit support
could be related to these factors. While explicit support is
not high, adolescents may have a sense that they have a
supportive group of people around them. Further analysis
is necessary to understand whether this perceived implicit
support functions equally as well as more explicit types of
support for positive educational and psychosocial outcomes.
Longitudinal studies would also be helpful to understand
whether implicit support is internalized by young people
who leave rural areas; that is, whether perceived implicit
support remains high even when frequency of interaction
with network members becomes less.
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The Role of Network Qualities

Maximum occupational status emerged as the most
influential quality in the regression analyses to understand
the role of network qualities in explaining educational and
psychosocial outcomes. Maximum occupational status is a
measure of the compositional quality of the network. These
results support the network theory proposition that greater
compositional quality is associated with desirable outcomes.
At an intuitive level, exposure to persons with a high occu-
pational status may open up possibilities for the adolescent,
For this sample, the largest proportions of parents were in
clerical jobs and labor or operative occupations. Network
members were also highly concentrated in these types of oc-
cupations. The average parental education level was at about
2 years of vocational college. These results are expected for
arural sample, based on census statistics about lower educa-
tion levels and more production/labor work in rural areas.
In terms of social capital, a network member with a high
occupational status would provide nonredundant information
about available education and career opportunities,

Percent female in the network was also statistically
significant for two academic outcomes: academic effort
and academic apathy. These results somewhat support net-
work theory, where greater heterogeneity in the network is
associated with desirable outcomes. The explanation for
this result is not clear, however. Many students indicated
that their mother was the most important network member.
Women’s role in maintaining networks has been noted by
Reay (1998) and others. The interpersonal support items in
the survey generally reflected implicit rather than explicit
types of interpersonal support, such as helping with problems
in personal relationships and helping learn to respect others.
The word “helping,” which is used in three of the four items,
may suggest more interaction than “bemg” a role model.
This theme deserves further attention and better explana-
tion than the stereotypical notion that women are better at
interpersonal relations than men.

Overall, the network qualities explain very little of the
variance in educational and psychosocial outcomes. The no-
tion that network qualities are merely potential social capital
indicators may provide a potential explanation for these
results. Social capital for adults is generally understood to be
based on weak ties (e.g., Burt, 2001). However, in the case
of adolescents, especially adolescents in rural communities
where close family and community ties are valued, weak ties
(percent nonkin in this study) may not contribute greatly to
positive educational and psychosocial outcomes,

The Role of Network Processes
The second set of regression analyses examined the rela-

tionships among the network processes of emotional support,
academic support, and interpersonal support with outcomes

of interest. The network processes explain a statistically
significant proportion of the variance in both educational
and psychosocial outcomes. The variables explain the larg-
est proportions of variance in academic effort, academic
orientation, and trust. Academic support and emotional
support are significant for both academic and psychosocial
outcomes. Academic support is statistically significant for
educational aspirations, academic effort, academic onienta-
tion, and self-concept. Emotional support is statistically
significant for academic effort, academic orientation, and
trust. Interpersonal support plays a mamimal role, and it is
only statistically sigmficant for trust. These results indicate
that emotional support and academic support may act in
tandem to encourage positive academic and psychosocial
outcomes.

Overall, the network processes do a better job of ex-
plaining educational and psychosocial outcomes than the
network qualities, particularly for academic effort, academic
orientation, and trust, where between 13% and 15% of vari-
ance was explained. These results support the proposition
that network qualities may be more accurate indicators of
social capital in the network than network qualities. The
results also support the idea that what networks do may
be more important than what they look like on the surface.
Network size, access to high achieving adults, and frequency
of interaction will not necessarily lead to positive outcomes
unless the network members provide emotional and aca-
demic support. This hypothesis challenges the prevailing
notion that social capital can be measured by looking at
surface-level indicators such as family structure, parental
education, and income.

Implications

This study provides a starting point for the further study
of the social networks of rural youth. It 1s important to avoid
lumping rural youth together as a single group. All of the
youth in this study were from rural southwest Virginia. Their
communities are not necessarily representative of rural com-
munities across the United States. Case studies of different
regions of the country would offer a more complete picture of
the structure and function of social networks for rural youth
across geographic locations. The communites represented
in the study were on the smaller end in terms of population
(between 7,000 and 16,000). Future research should examine
the social networks of youth in larger rural communities. and
perhaps in smaller, more isolated communities to understand
the differences within rural locations. Longitudinal studies
should explore the changing nature of social networks, as
rural students move away from their home communities to
study or work in suburban and urban locations.

The nature of this sample may be responsible for cer-
tain characteristics of the data. It is important to note that a
significant proportion of the network members were unem-
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ployed for most students. This proportion does not seem to
be merely due to age of the network members. Depressed
economy, low availability of employment, and higher pro-
portions of disabled adults in the participating counties may
be reflected in this characteristic. In addition, the proportion
of non-kin members was lower than might be expected for
a suburban or urban sample. Adolescents may have casy
access to extended family members and may rely on these
family members for support. In suburban and urban areas,
it is less likely that adolescents would have daily contact
with extended family.

Although there is increasing evidence that support and
interaction with significant adults create a foundation for
healthy psychosocial and educational development, there is
a serious gap in knowledge in this area. This study attempts
to begin bridging that gap. One strength of the study is the
emphasis on profiles of real adults in the lives of adolescents
and the roles that these adults play (e.g., mentor, friend,
supporter). Thus, the study is likely to contribute to a better
understanding of social networks as social capital in the
developmental trajectories of young people. In the absence
of extensive theoretical and empirical work on the effects
of social networks in the development of rural youth, this
study provides a baseline description of social networks
of rural youth and highlights the tentative relationships
among network variables and educational and psychosocial
outcomes. By taking a relational view of social capital, as
captured by the personal social network, the present study
provides an expanded and potentially more useful perspec-
tive to understand and examine the impact of the social
world on adolescents’ social, personal and educational
development.
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