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Table 4
Regression Model ofAspirations, Academic Effort, Academic Orientation, Academic Apathy. Self-concept. and Trust on
Network Qualities

Academic Academic Academic Self-
Independent Aspirations etTort orientation apathy concept Trust
Variable (N = 306) (N = 323) (N= 323) (N = 323) (N =32 1) (N = 321)

ctwork size -.00 .11 .07 -.07 .07 .15**
Percent females -.00 .13* .04 -.11** .03 .03
Percent nankin .08 . 12* .08 .06 -.07 -.04

laximum occupational status .14* .09 .13* -.15* .12 .03
Frequency of interaction .14* .07 .04 -.06 -.00 .09

R1 .06** .07*.... .05* .04* .02 .03

Note. Standardized regression coefficients ((3)can be interpreted as effect sizes.
*p < .05. **p < .0 I. ***p < .00 I.

apathy. The effect of percentage of females in the network
wa significant for two academic outcomes (academic ef­
fort and academic apathy). etwork size. percent nonkin,
and frequency of interaction were each significant in only
one model.

Network Processes and Educational and Psychosocial
Outcomes

We began with correlational analyses to understand
the nature of the relationships among network processes
and outcome variables (Table 5). The correlations among
the network processes are high and statistically significant
(p < .001) . Intimacy or emotional support correlates r = .55
with support for academic achievement and r = .60 with
support for interpersonal relationships. Support foracademic
achievement and support for interpersonal relationships in
tum are highly correlated. r = .71. These positive correla­
tions suggest that network members provide multiple types
ofsupport to adolescents. Correlations among the outcome
variables are nearly identical to those in the previous analysis
with network qualities.

Correlations among network processes and outcome
variables are modest. but all arc statistically significant. All
correlations with academicapathy are negative.As expected.
support for academic achievement is correlated with aca­
demic orientation (r = .34. p < .00 I) and academic effort (r
= .32. p < .00 I), suggesting that higher academic support in
the network is associa ted with higher effort and more posi­
tive academic orientation. Not surprisingly, higher levels
of support in all three areas is associated with higher trust
of others: rs = .32 for emotional support, .34 for academic
support. and .35 for interpersonal upport.

As in the second research question. regression analyses
were conducted to determine whether network processes

explaina significant proportionofthe variance in educational
and psychosocia l outcomes. The standardized regression
coefficients and Rl for each equation arc shown in Table 6.
In all cases. explained variance was statistically significant
at the .0 I level. Re ults for each of the outcomes are outlined
brietly below.

Educational aspirations. The network processes explain
a small proportion of the variance in educational aspirations
(7%). The only statistically significant network process is
support for academic achievement. Educational aspirations
is modestly related to the academic support provided by the
network.

Academic effart, About 13%,ofthe variance in academic
effort is explained by network processes. Both intimacy/
emotional support and academic support are statistically
significant predictors. Greater intimacy and academic sup­
port from the network is related to greater academic effort
by the adolescent.

Academic orientation. For academic orientation. the
network processes explain about 14%variance. Once again.
intimacy and academic support are statistically significant.
Emotional support and academic support from the network
are associated with a more positive academic orientation.

Academic apathy. A very small, yet statistically signifi­
cant. proportion of variance in academic apathy is explained
by the network processes. one of the network processes i
statistically significant.

Self-concept. Collectively. the network qualities explain
about 8% of variance in self-concept. Onlyacademic support
is statistically significant. It appears that academic support
has a modest positive effect on self-concept.

Trust. Ove r 15% of variance in trus t is explained
by network processes. Two of the network processes arc
statis tica lly significant: intimacy/emo tiona l support and
interpersonal support. Trust seems to be related to the erno-
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Table 5
Correlations Among Network Processes, Educational Outcomes, and Psvchosocial Outcomes (N = 298)

- - - - -

Academic Academic Academic Self- Emot ional Academic Interpersonal
Aspiration s effort orientation apathy concept Trust support support support

- --

Academic
effort .34**

Academic
orientation .31** .69**

Academic
apathy -.27* * -.34** -.2g**

CIl

Z
Self-concept .24** .30** .31** -.3 1** o

::r:
>z
U

Tnlst .27** .34** .36** -.24** .71** U
7::

Emotional >
support .17** .28** .2:-;** -. 16** .2 1** .32**

Academi c
support .26** .32** .34** -.17** .26* * .34** .55**

Interpersonal
support .2 1** .25** .25** -. Ig** .24** .35** .60** .71**

M 4.1 1 3.07 2.90 1.66 3.85 3.60 .02 .06 .06
SD 1.0) .60 .54 .55 1.00 .90 .80 .77 .83

- - - -
*1' < ,05 . ....1' < .0 1.
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Table 6
Regression Model ofAspirations. Academic Effort. Academic Orientation. Academic Apathy. Self-concept. and TI'IIS1 on
Network Processes

Academic Academic Academic Self-
Aspirations effort orientation apathy concept Tru t
(11' = 299) (11' =314) (N > 314) (11' =314) (11' = 313) (11' =313)

Intimacy/emotional support .03 .17** . 15* -.08 .09 .16*
Academic support .21** .24*** .27*** -.06 .17* .12
Interpersonal support .04 .00 -.02 -.06 .07 .17*

RJ .07*** .13*** .14*** .03** .08*** .15***

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

"p < .05. **p < .0 1. ***p < .00 1.

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

SlIml11l11:l'. 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% ofvariance: academic effort.
academic orientation. and trust. These results are cncour­
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 adole scents' 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
relationship among network qualities and educational and
psychosocial outcomes . Finally. we assessed relationships
among network processes and outcomes. The results cor­
roboratesome 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 arc 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 I to 4), a closer look at the item means reveals

some difference . 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 po sible 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 type of
support for positive educational and psychosocial outcome .
Longitudinal studies would also be helpful to under tand
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 Roll' ofNet work: rJ/I(l lil;i'.~

Maximum occupational status emerged as the most
influential quality in the regression analyses to understand
the role of network qualities in exp lainin g educational and
psychosoci al outcomes. Maximum occupational status is a
meas ure of the compos itional qualit y of the network . These
results support the network theory proposition that grea ter
compos itional quality is associated with desirable outco mes.
At an intuit ive level . exposure 10 persons with a high occu­
pational status may open up possibilit ies for the adolescent .
For this samp le. the larges t proportions of parents were in
clerical jobs and labor or operat ive occupations. Network
members were also highly concentra ted in these types o f oc­
cupa uons . The ave rage parental education level was at abo ut
2 years ofvocanona l co llege. These resu lts arc expected for
a rura l sample. based on census statis tics about lower educe­
tion levels and more production/labo r work in rura l areas.
In term s o f soc ial capita l. a network member with a high
occup ational status would provide nonredundan t information
about available education and career opportunuics .

Percent female in the network was also statistically
significant lo r two academ ic outcomes: academic e ffort
and academi c apathy. These resu lts somewhat support net­
work theory. where greater heterogen eity in the netw ork is
associated with desirable outcomes . The explanation for
th is result is not clear. howeve r. Many students indicated
that their mother was the most important netw ork member.
Women 's role in mainta ining netwo rks has been noted by
Reay ( 1998) and others. The interpersonal suppon items in
the survey genera lly reflected implicit rathe r than explicit
types of interpe rso nal support. such as helping with problems
in personal relat ionships and helping learn 10respec t others .
The word "hel ping," which is used in three of'thc four items.
ma y suggest more interact ion than " being" a role model.
Thi s theme deserves further attention and bette r explana­
tion than the stereo typical noti on that women are better at
interpersonal relations than men .

Overall.fhe network q uali ties explain \-'ery little of the
varia nce in cducanonal and psychosocial outcomes. The no­
lion that netwo rk qualities arc merely potent ial social capital
indic ators may provide a poten tial explanation for these
results. Social cap ital lo r adu lts is generally unde rstood to be
based on weak tics (c .g.. Bun. 20(1). Howe ver. in the case
of adolescen ts. espec ially adolescents in rural com munities
where close fami ly and community ties are valued. weak tics
(percent ncn kin in this study ) may not contribu te greatly to
posi tive educational and psychosocial outcom es.

Thl' Role f!f ,vef'll'Ork Processes

The second set ofregression analyses exami ned the rela­
lionships among the network processes ofemotional support.
acade mic support . and interpersona l support with outcomes

of interest. The netw ork processes exp lain a statistic ally
significant proportion o f the variance in both educat ional
and psycho social o utcomes. The variables expl ain the larg­
est proportions of vari ance in academic effort. academic
o rien tation. and trust. Aca demi c support and emotional
support arc significant for both academ ic and psychosocial
outcomes. Academic su pport is statistically significa nt for
ed ucational aspirations. academic effort. academic orienta­
lion . and sel f-concept. Emo tional support is statis tica lly
sig nifican t for academic e ffort. academ ic orien tation. and
trus t. Interpe rsonal sup port plays a minimal role. and it is
only statistica lly significant for trust . These results indicate
that emotional support and acade mic suppo rt may act in
tandem to enco urage positive academ ic and psychosocial
outcomes.

Overall. the network processes do a better job o f ex­
plaining educational and psychosocial outcomes thun the
netw ork qua lities. pani cularly lor academic effo rt. acad emic
orientation. and trust. where between 13% and 15% of vari­
ance was explained. These resu lts support the propos ition
that network qualities may be more accu rate indicators of
social capital in the netwo rk than netwo rk qualities . The
resu lts also support the idea tha t 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 10posi tive outcomes
unless the network members provide emotional and aca­
demi c support. This hypothesis challenges the pre vail ing
notion that soc ial capital can be measu red by look ing at
surface- leve l indicators suc h as family struc ture. parental
educ ation. and income.

Implications

Th is study prov ides a starting point for the further study
of the social netw ork s of rura l youth. It is imponantto avoid
lumping rura l youth together as a single group. All of the
youth in this study were from rural southwest Virginia. Their
com munities are not necessarily representative of rura l com­
munities across the United States . Case studies of different
regions o f the cou ntry would offer a more complete picture of
the structu re and function of social network s for rura l you th
across geographic locations. The communities represented
in the study were on the smaller end interms of pop ulat ion
(between 7.000 and 16.000 ). Future research shou ld examine
the social networks ofyouth in larger rural communities. and
perhaps in smalle r, more isola ted comm uniues 10 understand
the d ifferences with in rural locations. Longitud inal studies
should exp lore the changing nature of soci al networks. as
rural students 1J10 VC awa y from their home comm unities to
study or work in suburban and urban locations.

The nat ure of this sam ple may be responsible for ccr­
tam charac teristics of the da ta. II is important to note that a
significant proportion of the network member s were uncm -
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ployed for most students. T his proportion does not seem to
be merely due to age of the network members. Depressed
economy, low avai lability of employment, and higher pro ­
portions ofdisabled adults in the participating counties may
be reflected in this characteristic. In addition. the proportion
of non-k in members was lower than might be expected for
a suburban or urban sample , Adolescents may have easy
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 ofreal adults in the lives ofadolescents
and the roles that these adult play (c.g.. mentor. friend.
supporter). Thus, the nudy 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, thi .
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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