
ABSTRACT 

 

PICKETT, ROBERT LOUIS.  Race, Region, and Rurality: Implications for Educational 

Attainment.  (Under the direction Dr. Ronald Wimberley.) 

 

 The purpose of this research has been to improve the understanding of the social 

factors influencing educational attainment.  Specifically, this research looks at the 

combined affects of race, region, and type of residence on educational attainment.  Past 

research has shown that African Americans have consistently had very low levels of 

educational attainment.  Other bodies of educational research have shown that residents 

of the South have had persistently lower levels of educational attainment than any other 

major region of the country.  Furthermore, similar research has revealed that residents of 

rural areas also tend to have lower educational attainment than other residential areas.  As 

it turns out, the highest concentration of African Americans and the highest concentration 

of rural Americans, reside in the South.  It is this intersection, as it relates to educational 

attainment, that is the focus of this research.  Data was obtained from the 2000 General 

Social Survey (GSS) and is analyzed using ordinary-least-squares regression. 
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Race, Region, and Rurality: Implications for Educational Attainment 

INTRODUCTION 

Unemployment, poverty, low educational attainment, and poor quality of life.  If 

asked to say or write the first thing that comes to mind as inspired from these descriptions, 

many people would immediately think of the inner cities and urban ghettos.  This is what is 

popular in the media and this is the first thing that many Americans think of when they think 

of poverty and poor quality of life.  However, these are also problems associated with the 

rural areas of the United States, which are frequently overlooked.  In fact, rural areas rank 

lower on numerous quality of life measures such as income, employment, and education, 

than urban areas.  Most of the rural population in the United States is located in the census-

defined, 16-state South.  The South is also home to the highest concentration of African 

Americans in the country.  The rural South is a region of the country that is characterized by 

the highest levels of poverty, unemployment, and high school dropout rates than any other 

area in the country (Wimberley and Morris 1997). 

 African Americans have undergone, arguably the most severe treatment of any other 

human race or ethnicity in this country.   They were brought over in shackles, separated from 

their families, stripped of their names, beaten mercilessly and forced to work long grueling 

hours (Conniff and Davis 1994; Genovese 1992).  Since they have been “freed,” they have 

had to fight for basic human rights.  Numerous African Americans died fighting for their 

right to be human, but they were still treated like animals or second-class citizens at best 

(Genovese 1992).  They have been piled into the heart of the nations cities, in ghettos, which 

as history reveals were not accidental creations of the “free market” (Massey and Denton 

1993).  African Americans who have managed to stay out of the ghettos, however, are still 
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not at a level of equality or equity with other races.  Just as African Americans were once 

forced to live in the ghettos, they are still being segregated and discriminated against on a 

large scale (Hacker 1995; Rothman 1993).  It is no coincidence that the poorest region of the 

country, the rural South, has the highest concentration of African Americans in the country.  

African Americans are still facing large-scale segregation and inequality, which has become 

nearly unnoticed. 

 Though, the focus of this study is on African Americans in the South, it does not 

mean that they are the only disadvantaged race or ethnicity.  Hispanics in the South and on 

national levels also tend to score low on quality-of-life measures as well, especially 

education.  In many cases, Hispanics have the lowest educational attainment of any other 

group in this country.  However, African Americans are the focus of this project due to their 

historical struggle for equality in this country, the large concentration of African Americans 

in the South, and the seeming connection between the large concentration of African 

Americans in the South and the tendency for the South to rank the lower than any other U.S. 

region on numerous quality-of-life measures.   

 Inequality plays out in numerous ways.  One of the primary ways is educational 

attainment.  The study presented in this paper aims to reveal how being black and living in 

the rural areas of the South limits people the necessary impetus and resources to achieve 

higher levels of education.  It is frequently assumed that the institution of education is the 

great equalizing agent in capitalism.  If this is the case then everyone should be getting the 

equal opportunity to a good education. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In reviewing literature for this research, almost none examined educational attainment 

using all of the variables that I selected.  Therefore, I broke the literature review down and 

organized it by each variable as it relates to educational attainment.  What I found is that 

there seem to be many documented differences in quality of life across races, regions, and 

types of residence (e.g. rural, small town, suburb, urban).  Overall, African Americans have 

persistently had poorer quality of life than whites, the South ranks lower on quality of life 

scales than any other region of the country, and rural areas tend to be worse off than urban 

areas on quality of life measures.  It is probably not a coincidence that the highest 

concentration of African Americans and the highest concentration of rural people live in one 

region—the South. 

 In this review of the literature, I aim to show that there are, indeed, differences in 

quality of life measures, especially educational attainment, across races, regions, and types of 

residence.  It was important to focus on educational attainment, because this seems to be one 

of the primary avenues through which African Americans, people in the South, and rural 

people can improve their overall quality of life.  The theoretical portion of the literature 

review will help to explain why certain people do not stay in school, or do not do well while 

they are in school. 

Historical Context 

 Equality of opportunity is very important to improving quality of life.  African 

Americans have not always had an equal opportunity to receive an education and many 

would argue that they still do not.  As with most social phenomena, racial inequalities in 

educational attainment cannot be fully understood without first coming to understand the 
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historical context that created it.  Lawrence Cremin (1970), in his study of eighteenth century 

colonial education writes: 

For all of its openness, provincial America, like all societies, distributed its educational resources 

unevenly, and to some groups, particularly those Indians and Afro-Americans who were enslaved and 

even those who were not, it was for all intents and purposes closed…For the slaves, there were few 
books, few libraries, [and] few schools…the doors of wisdom were not only not open, they were shut 

tight and designed to remain that way…By the end of the colonial period, there was a well-developed 

ideology of race inferiority to justify that situation and ensure that it would stand firm against all the 

heady rhetoric of the Revolution (Cremin 1970: 411-412) 

 
Prior to the Civil War, many states, especially those in the South, adopted compulsory 

illiteracy laws, which made it illegal to teach an enslaved person to read or write (Weinberg 

1977).  Angela Davis writes of how Frederick Douglass as a young slave boy came to 

become cognizant of his alienation as a slave by overhearing something his owner said.  The 

owner basically said, that if you give a slave an inch he will take a mile and that learning will 

spoil the best slave in the world.  He also said that if a slave were to learn to read the Bible it 

would unfit him or her to be a slave.  “He should know nothing but the will of his master and 

learn to obey it” (James 1998: 56).  Knowledge is power and education would have made all 

slaves cognizant of their alienation and more likely to rise up against their oppressors.  This 

type of institutionally sanctioned discrimination was responsible for the de facto and de jure 

exclusion of African Americans, as well as Native and Mexican Americans, from public 

schools throughout the nation.  Not until the Civil War and thereafter did schooling for 

African Americans become somewhat more common.   

At first schools for African Americans were sponsored by various philanthropic 

organizations, particularly the American Missionary Society and Freedman’s Aid Societies.  

These schools eventually received public funding with the creation of the War Department’s 

Freedman’s Bureau in 1865, which opened unprecedented educational opportunities to 

African Americans in the South.  Though this increased the number of African American 
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students five-fold in one decade, the percentage of African American students enrolled was 

still extremely low (approximately 10 percent of African American children between the ages 

of 5 and 19), possibly due to the numerous terrorist attacks that occurred at these schools 

(Weinberg 1977).   

With the dissolution of the pre-existing southern state governments by the newly 

elected Radical Republicans following the Civil War, came publicly funded educational 

systems in the South.  Schooling was primarily segregated in the South as well as in the 

North, but this increased African-American school enrollment to one-third of the school aged 

population.  Several states in the South briefly mandated equal expenditures for black and 

white schools.  However, only in states where blacks represented significant voting blocks, 

was any semblance of equal expenditures achieved.  Despite this progress, unequal 

expenditures for the education of blacks and whites became common practice by 1880 

(Meier, Stewart, and England 1989).   

The ultimate legitimation of segregation occurred in 1896 when the U.S. Supreme 

Court, in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), upheld a Louisiana statute which mandated “separate 

but equal” accommodations in railway trains for blacks and whites.  This ruling was easily 

adapted to public education facilities and the “equality” called for in the ruling was not 

enforced.  In 1899, the Court showed its lenience on the “but equal” stipulation of Plessy v. 

Ferguson, by allowing the Richmond County (Augusta), Georgia school board to close its 

black high school while maintaining its white high school (Cumming v. County Board of 

Education 1899) (Marcus and Stickney 1981).  “State control of education was held to be 

inviolable, and six decades of legally sanctioned segregated education were ushered in.  

Pretenses of equality were superfluous and generally avoided” (Meier et al. 1989: 43). 
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Despite numerous attempts by African Americans to challenge the segregated and 

unequal education system that had been formed, their pleas fell on deaf ears for the first half 

of the twentieth century.  The onset of the Great Depression exacerbated the funding 

differences for black and white schools resulting in black children receiving a smaller 

proportion of the public funds in southern states than they had at any time in past history 

(Bond 1934). 

Beginning in the early 1930’s the NAACP implemented a campaign of litigation to 

strike at segregation.  Charles Houston, who, at the time served as special council to the 

organization, advised that attacking discrimination in education was the key for the group’s 

efforts, because it was “symbolic of all the more drastic discriminations.”  Discriminatory 

education precluded effective competition by blacks for jobs or effective self-defense of 

blacks’ rights (Tushnet 1987).  The NAACP began its campaign to overturn the “separate but 

equal” ruling, focusing on the desegregation of public graduate and professional schools, the 

equalization of black and white public school teachers’ salaries, and the equalization of 

physical facilities at segregated elementary and secondary schools (Meier et al. 1989).   

The NAACP won several court cases, which began to chisel away at the Plessy v. 

Ferguson precedent.  However, it wasn’t until 1950 that the NAACP was ready to take the 

stand that “education [should be] on a non-segregated basis and that no relief other than that 

will be acceptable [in future cases]” (quoted in Tushnet, 1987: 136).  The aim of this new 

strategy was to get a court ruling directly on the constitutionality of segregation itself.  This 

ruling came from the infamous case, Brown v. Board of Education, where it was declared, 

“…in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.  Separate 

educational facilities are inherently unequal” (Brown v. Board of Education 1954: 495).     
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 The Brown ruling was an unprecedented success for the advancement of blacks in 

American society.  However, with the courts ruling, the Court scheduled a reargument on 

whether the remedies to the unconstitutional situation be implemented immediately or 

gradually.  When the Court issued its implementation decree in “Brown II” (Brown v. Board 

of Education 1955), it rejected immediate changes.  The guidelines from the decision 

directed district court judges to place responsibility for desegregation on local school 

officials, to require prompt initiation of desegregation programs, to be reasonable but firm in 

allowing extensions of time, and to ignore local segregationist feelings as excuses for delay.  

District judges were to retain jurisdiction to assure progress with “all deliberate speed” 

(Marcus and Stickney 1981).  Subsequent efforts proved to be “nine parts deliberation and 

one part speed” (Rodgers and Bullock 1972).  

 There was certainly an increase in the percentage of desegregated schools.  However, 

throughout the decade there was very little progress made.  Meier et al. (1989) point out four 

major reasons for this lack of compliance.  First, many states interpreted the loose wording in 

the Brown II decision, phrases such as “all deliberate speed,” “ at the earliest possible date,” 

and “good faith,” to avoid making the prescribed changes.  New rules by legislatures and 

school boards, such as “freedom of choice” plans, presented a façade of compliance.  

Freedom of choice plans typically required parents to complete a form expressing their 

preference for the school within the system each child would attend.  Because many parents 

were afraid to expose their children to the dangers and tensions of being pioneers in school 

desegregation, these plans resulted in little or no desegregation (Marcus and Stickney 1981).  

Second, U.S. District courts were reluctant to act.  Because district judges found the burden 

of applying the Brown decision passed on to them, there was uneven application of the law.  
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Third, the Court found itself far ahead of the other two branches of government.  President 

Eisenhower avoided executive involvement in civil rights.  The legislature also failed to 

support the courts.  In fact, almost all the southern members of Congress signed what was 

known as the “Southern Manifesto,” also referred to as the “Declaration of Constitutional 

Principles” (Watras 1997), which denounced the Court’s decision .  Fourth, black citizens 

were not active in any consistent manner, especially in areas characterized by the harshest 

levels of discrimination.  They were afraid of the backlash that would occur against their 

children and against them.  In many cases blacks were afraid for their lives. 

 In 1964, the Civil Rights Act was enacted and the legislative branch shifted some of 

the desegregation responsibilities to what was then called the Department of Health, 

Education, and Welfare (HEW) and provided that department with the power to terminate 

federal funds to any recipients practicing racial discrimination.  This power, along with 

increased federal support for education through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

of 1965, proved to be a great lever in the desegregation struggle.  However, new freedom of 

choice plans were devised to accommodate the new HEW pressure.  HEW then saw that it 

was going to have to apply greater pressure to see any true progress and once again the courts 

served as a major tool in this task (Orfield 1969).  In 1968 HEW decided that “freedom of 

choice” plans were no longer adequate.  Two months later the Supreme Court specifically 

ruled against nonproductive “freedom of choice” plans (Green v. New Kent County School 

Board 1968).  A year later, the Court made another important ruling in Alexander v. Holmes 

(1969), when the Court refused to tolerate further delay in the desegregation process (Rogers 

and Bullock 1972).  The Court learned its lesson from the delay following the Brown 

decision and stated its ruling in clear terms: 
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…Continued operation of racially segregated schools under the standard of “all deliberate speed” is no 

longer constitutionally permissible…The obligation of every school district is to terminate dual school 

systems at once and to operate now and hereafter only unitary systems…within which no person is to 
be effectively excluded from any school because of race or color (as quoted in Meier et al. 1989: 48; 

Alexander v. Holmes 1969). 

 
 Following the Court’s ruling in Alexander v. Holmes County Board of Education 

(1969), came an intensification of the enforcement strategy.  Instead of threatening to cut off 

federal funds, which ended up also hurting blacks and not being as powerful a tool as had 

hoped due to the insistence of maintaining the status quo by local leaders, a new strategy was 

developed.  The new strategy involved simply turning cases over to the Justice Department 

for litigation and was enforced by the new Office of Civil Rights, which opened up under 

HEW.  This tactic was proved to be no joke when the Justice Department filed suit against 81 

Georgia districts and the state’s department of education in United States v. Georgia (1969).  

The suit threatened to eliminate state funding for segregated districts, which proved to be a 

threat too grave to ignore.  Segregated districts quickly came under compliance and the new 

tactic was proved a success.  Similar cases were filed against other southern states to 

complete the desegregation process (Rodgers and Bullock 1976).  During the 1968-69 school 

year, only 32 percent of southern black students had been attending schools with whites, but 

by the 1970-71 school year 79 percent of black students were attending schools with whites.  

After this huge increase, the South had the most desegregated schools in the country, so the 

focus of the desegregation war was moved to the major urban centers in the rest of the 

country (Rogers and Bullock 1972). 

 Despite the great accomplishment toward desegregated schools, it was quickly 

realized that the war was still not over; segregation was still occurring within desegregated 

facilities.  Though black and white children were attending the school in the same buildings, 

there was still systematic segregation occurring within the walls of these buildings.  In some 
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classes dividers were installed to separate black and white students.  Furthermore, buses were 

frequently segregated with black children being required to ride in the rear of the bus (Watras 

1997; Meier et al. 1989; Marcus and Stickney 1981).   

More subtle forms of segregation came into existence following these more overt 

tactics.  Institutional policies including academic grouping and discipline became the new 

means of segregation and discrimination.  Meier et al. (1989) refer to this as “second-

generation discrimination.”  Tracking on the basis of race was deemed unconstitutional (Stell 

v. Savannah-Chatham County Board of Education 1964), and it was also ruled that 

“discipline cannot be made an instrument of racial discrimination (Woods v. Wright 1964: 

375).  Many argue that despite the steps made through litigation to prevent discrimination 

from occurring through these mediums, these types of discrimination still exist today 

(Darling-Hammond 1995; Meier et al. 1989; Watras 1997; Foster, Gomm, and Hammersley 

1996). 

 

Racial Inequality in Education  

 According to “The Condition of Education 2003” put out by the National Center for 

Education Statistics, between 1972 and 2001, the status dropout rates for white and black 

young adults declined with whites consistently having the lowest dropout rate.  The 

educational gap between blacks and whites narrowed during the 1970s and 1980s, but has not 

diminished in the period since.  In 2001, 7.3 percent of whites and 10.9 percent of blacks 16 

to 24-year-olds were not enrolled in school and had not earned a high school credential (Wirt, 

Choy, Provasnik, Rooney, Sen, and Tobin 2003). 
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 Also analyzed in this study were the rates for immediate transition to college, or the 

percentage of high school completers who enroll in college in the fall immediately after high 

school.  The overall immediate college enrollment rates increased from 49 to 62 percent 

between 1972 and 2001.  For whites this rate increased from 50 to 64 percent.  The black rate 

increased as well, from 38 to 55 percent.  However, this increase did not begin until 1983.  

Once again, the education gap is revealed with 64 percent of white high school graduates 

enrolling in college immediately after graduating high school, compared to only 55 percent 

of blacks in 2001 (Wirt et. al 2003). 

 Statistics from the 2002 U.S. Census further reveals the gap in educational attainment 

between whites and blacks.  According to this census, 11.3 percent of Non-Hispanic whites 

25 years and over had not graduated from high school compared to 20.8 percent of Non-

Hispanic blacks.  One the other end of the scale, 29.4 percent of Non-Hispanic whites 25 

years and older held a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to only 17.2 percent of Non-

Hispanic blacks (U.S. Census Bureau 2002).     

 The numbers just presented certainly paint a picture shows a definite gap in the 

educational attainments of whites and blacks.  However, there is a considerable amount of 

debate concerning what is actually causing this gap.  Some claim that race itself is still a 

strong factor in itself, while other claim that race alone is an inconsequential variable.   

Recent literature has discussed the declining significance of race in various social 

spheres.  William Julius Wilson (1978, 1996) was one of the first to write on this topic.  

Citing increasing employment opportunities for well-educated African Americans but 

growing disparities between whites and African Americans, Wilson argues that the 

emergence of an African American underclass has contributed to racial differences in 
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educational performances and aspirations.  Put another way, he concludes that economic 

barriers now constitute the most central obstacles to further black progress—not race itself. 

African Americans have certainly come a long way in their scores on standardized 

tests and in their educational attainment (Garibaldi 1998; Levine and Levine 1996).  In fact 

some research has even concluded that blacks achieve higher levels of education than whites 

of similar family backgrounds.  Portes and Wilson (1976) examined the main and interactive 

effects of racial differences in educational attainment using a longitudinal sample of the U.S. 

high school population.  They found that blacks have higher educational attainment than 

whites of similar parental status and ability.   

A report released by the National Center for Education Statistics by Jacobson et al. 

(2001) reveals that blacks having similar levels of prior educational achievement as whites 

had received a high school diploma or General Education Development (GED) certificate at 

an equal or higher rate than whites.  Their findings also showed that the college attendance 

rate was higher for blacks than for whites. Furthermore, black college attendees with levels 

of prior educational achievement similar to those of whites completed college at rates similar 

to, or higher than, white college students (Jacobson et al. 2001). 

In contrast to Wilson (1987, 1996), Ogbu (1994) posits that the racial differences are 

not caused by more underclass African Americans than whites but by race per se.  He argues 

that although middle-class children (both African Americans and whites) do better in school 

than lower-class children, African American and white children with similar socioeconomic 

backgrounds do not perform on an equal level, which stands in opposition to the studies just 

cited in the past two paragraphs.  He claims that African American children at every class 

level have lower educational performance than white children. 



13 

 

The South and Rurality 

The census designates rural people and places from those that are nonmetropolitan.  

Rural residents typically live in the open country or in unincorporated places of less than 

2,500 people.  Incorporated places with a population of 2,500 or more are considered urban.  

Nonmetropolitan people live outside metropolitan county areas.  Metropolitan counties 

generally have populations of 100,000 or more with central cities of 50,000 or more (Office 

of Management and Budget 1993).  When referring to specific rural or nonmetropolitan data, 

the corresponding term will be used, but the generic term, rural, will be used when referring 

to rural or nonmetropolitan conditions in general. 

The South is an area with many unique demographic and social characteristics.  More 

rural people live in the 16 states that the census uses to define the South (Virginia, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, 

Arkansas, Texas, Kentucky, West Virginia, Oklahoma, Maryland and Delaware), than in any 

other U.S. region.  This region comprises 36 percent of the nation’s total population and 46 

percent of the country’s rural population (U.S. Census Bureau 2000).  Another characteristic 

of the region is its high concentration of African American residents.  Approximately 13 

percent of the U.S. population is comprised of African Americans.  However, 55.3 percent of 

African Americans live in the census-defined South (U.S. Census Bureau 2000).  

Furthermore, in 1990, 3.8 million African Americans lived in rural areas and, of these 3.5 

million lived in the census-defined South (Wimberley and Morris 1997). 

Unfortunately, the South also tends to consistently rank poorly in numerous quality-

of-life measurements such as infant mortality, poverty, unemployment, and educational 
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attainment.  In fact, randomly, about 2 (2.42 to be exact) of the Southern states would be 

expected to show up among the 11 lowest states for quality-of-life measures.  However, for 

infant mortality, six southern states show up in the lowest 11, the odds of which are about 1 

in 100.  When it comes to poverty, seven southern states show up in the top 11 rankings of 

poverty in the United States, the probability of which is a little less than 1 in 1,000.  Six 

states are represented in the top 11 in food stamp recipients, the odds of which are one time 

out of 100 random samplings (Wimberley and Morris 1993).   

The South has consistently been the poorest region of the country.  According to the 

1990 Census, the South held 34 percent of the nation’s population and 48 percent of its 

poverty area residents.  Thirty percent of those living in the South lived in poverty areas, 

which was nearly twice as high as any other region (U.S Bureau of the Census 1995).  

Furthermore, in their 1990 data analysis, Wimberley and Morris (1997) found that 41 percent 

of the nation’s poverty and 33 percent of its unemployment were found in the South.  In the 

“Condition of Education 2003” it is reported that, in 1999, the South had the highest 

concentration of school-age children in poverty (Wirt et al. 2003).  More recently poverty 

rates have been at an all time low.  However, the South was the only region that witnessed an 

increase in its poverty rate from 2000 to 2001.  Furthermore, in 2001 the South had the 

lowest median income level ($38,900) of any region of the country (U.S. Census Bureau 

2001, 2002).    

According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2002), the South accounts for 41 percent 

of Americans over age 25 without a high school diploma.  This is about twice as many as any 

other major region of the country.  The Census also reveals that the South has the lowest 
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percentage of college graduates (25 percent) compared with the West, Northeast, and 

Midwest. 

Living in rural areas has also been shown in the research literature to affect 

educational attainment.  Licther, Cornwell, and Eggebeen (1993) suggested that the academic 

progress of students in rural areas is seriously wanting when contrasted with their urban 

counterparts.  In 2000, 15.5 percent of nonmetro adults 25 years and older held at least a 

bachelor’s degree, a historically high level for rural areas.  However, when compared to 

metro areas there is a large discrepancy in college completion rates.  Eleven percent more 

metro residents had earned a college degree than nonmetro residents.  Also, though the 

college completion rate in nonmetro areas is at an all time high, the share of adults without a 

high school diploma or GED equivalent fell to a historic low of 23.2 percent (Gibbs).  These 

numbers don’t necessarily reflect the achievement of students in 2000 because of the 

different labor markets that are found in metro and nonmetro areas, but it does reveal the type 

of educational environment into which students grow.  In fact, on average nonmetro students 

perform about as well as metro students on national standardized tests such as the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress. 

 As a general rule, the percentage of high school dropouts tends to be higher in rural 

than urban areas (Swain and Teixeira 1991).  Interestingly, the rural counties with the lowest 

high school completion rates and lowest college attendance rates are heavily concentrated in 

the South, especially in counties with large minority populations (Gibbs; Gibbs 2000; 

Wimberley and Morris 1997).  When looking at performance, rural southern test scores fall 

well below the levels of other regions.  In Rosenfeld’s 1988 comparative analysis of the 

metropolitan and nonmetropolitan South, functional illiteracy rates were 71 percent higher in 
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the nonmetropolitan South than in the metropolitan South (Rosenfeld 1988).  When 

attainment rates are analyzed by race, Gibbs (2000) finds that African Americans enter and 

graduate from college at much lower rates than whites and rural, mostly southern, blacks are 

less likely to attend college than urban blacks.  Furthermore, he contends that the presence of 

a significant black minority—and in some counties a majority—complicates the portrait of 

southern lag because many measures used to describe rural education break along racial 

lines. 

 The counties that Gibbs describes which have significant black populations are 

mostly located within a specific region of the country referred to as the Black Belt.  The 

Black Belt is a region within a region and is made up of 623 counties in the South that have 

African American populations greater than or equal to 12 percent—the percentage of the 

U.S. population that is black.  The Black Belt spans counties located in the 11 “Old South” 

states: Alabama, Arkansas, North Carolina, South Carolina, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, 

Mississippi, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia.  Over half of the Southern population and 

nearly a fifth of the U.S. population lives in these counties (Wimberley and Morris 1995).  

Approximately 45 percent of all African Americans live in the 11 Black Belt states and four 

out of five nonmetro blacks live in the region (Wimberley and Morris 1995).  Another 

characteristic of the region is that it is primarily nonmetropolitan.  “Most of the region 

occupies a large nonmetropolitan territory with metropolitan boundaries and a few 

metropolitan places mingled throughout its center” (Wimberley and Morris 1997: 6).  In fact, 

71 percent, or 442 of the 623 Black Belt counties are nonmetropolitan (Wimberley and 

Morris 1997). 
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 The Black Belt is the primary contributor to the numbers revealing poor quality of life 

conditions in the South.  According to Wimberley and Morris’ (1997) analysis of the 1990 

U.S. Census, the 11 Black Belt states contain 35 percent of the nation’s poor, 43 percent of 

the nonmetropolitan poor, 51 percent of the African-American poor, and 90 percent of the 

nonmetropolitan African-American poor.  Within these states, the 623 Black Belt counties 

claim 23 percent of all the poverty in the United States, 28 percent of all nonmetropolitan 

poverty, 47 percent of the African American poverty, and 84 percent of the nonmetropolitan 

black poverty.  In no other region is the percentage of poor so atypical.  They also found that 

within the 623-county Black Belt, the correlation between percent poor and percent black is 

.64.  In general, where white poverty crops up, it is mainly in places where black poverty 

does not (Wimberley and Morris 1997). 

 In Robert Hoppe’s (1985) study of persistently low-income counties, he found that 

such places were most often in rural areas and in the South, particularly in counties with 

large concentrations of African Americans.  His findings are typified by the South and more 

specifically the Black Belt due to the intersection of a high concentration of rural residents 

and a high concentration of African Americans, which gives rise to a distinct political 

economy (Rankin and Falk 1991).  Rankin and Falk (1991) follow up Hoppe’s study with the 

specific focus of assessing the affect of Black Belt residence on earning and racial 

differences in earnings.  Their findings reveal that region does reduce earnings, specifically 

for those living in the Black Belt, but blacks in that region are not penalized for their race 

more than blacks in any other part of the South.  Basically, the effects of race and region are 

additive, with the penalty for being black much larger than that of living in the Black Belt 

(Rankin and Falk 1991). 
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 In his research of employment for nonmetropolitan blacks in the South, Daniel 

Lichter (1989) finds that black employment hardship is still persistent in nonmetropolitan 

areas, where two out of every five blacks are without jobs, cannot find a full-time job, or 

cannot earn enough to raise themselves significantly above poverty thresholds.  Furthermore, 

his analysis reveals that employment hardship among nonmetropolitan blacks continues to 

exceed that of blacks elsewhere, despite the comparatively rapid deterioration in employment 

conditions for northern and southern metropolitan blacks in the decade prior to his analysis.  

Finally, Lichter finds that racial inequality in nonmetropolitan employment was still 

substantial in the 1980s and could not be explained away by African-American deficits in 

human capital or by the disproportionate concentration of blacks in declining industrial 

sectors or in blue-collar occupations (Lichter 1989). 

 Falk and Lyson (1988) also make an important contribution in the literature of 

employment conditions in the South.  They point out that, 50 years prior to their book, the 

quality of life in 13 states of the Old South were judged to be among the lowest in the 

country due to a lack of industrial development and the pervasiveness of a sharecropping 

system of agriculture that kept the South behind the rest of the American economy.  

However, they show that after this period, the South moved to the forefront as an area of 

economic growth.  Though this is true, most of the areas witnessing significant improvement 

were almost entirely in and around the major cities of the South.  The rural areas—especially 

those with a high percentage of blacks—remain saddled mostly with and economic base 

dominated almost entirely by slow growing, stagnating, and declining industries (Falk and 

Lyson 1988).   
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They also point out the high level of occupational segregation that occurs in the 

South.  They show that white men in the regions are disproportionately managers, 

professionals, and skilled workers.  These are the positions that are the most well paid and 

highly regarded in the labor force.  However, the picture for black men was not as positive, 

which they claim is revealed most strongly by two sets of figures.  First, black men were 

most likely to be employed in manual work and especially as operatives—those jobs most 

vulnerable to being exported or in some way “technologized” out of existence.  And second, 

whereas close to 50 percent of white men were employed in white-collar jobs, only around 

20 percent of black men occupied those positions.  Furthermore, black women are shown to 

have the worst situation, especially in rural areas. 

As we move from the highly urbanized SMSAs (Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas) with their 

relatively greater occupational opportunities, to the less urbanized and rural areas, occupational 
opportunities shrink for all groups, but none experience this more dramatically than black women  

(Falk and Lyson 1988: 110).  

 

In fact, at least 90 percent of black women were found to be employed in “bad jobs” in all 

country groups except SMSAs.  In fact Falk and Lyson (1988: 110) go as far as to say, “the 

figures become so pronounced in the Black Belt counties, it is nearly a truism to say that if a 

black woman is employed at all, it will be in a bad job.” 

 

Importance of Place 

As Tomaskovic-Devey (1990) put it in a review of a book edited by Falk and Lyson 

(1989), “place matters.”  He points out that many sociologists forget the importance of place 

in their analyses of social phenomena (Tomaskovic-Devey 1990).    This has especially been 

the case with regard to studies involving race.  “While sociologists have a long history of 

interest in race, the situatedness of race in the context of region has been largely fallow 
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ground” (Rankin and Falk 1991: 224).  This seems very odd considering the large 

concentration of African Americans, and especially rural African Americans, located in the 

South.  In a study by Rankin and Falk (1991), the question of whether or not “region” as a 

concept should be (re)incorporated into sociological analysis is addressed.  They conclude 

that region is indeed a useful theoretical concept, which needs to be more adequately 

theorized and incorporated into sociological analyses.  It is not merely that people live in one 

place or another and that these places differ topographically that is important.  The 

sociological issue is how these things, when combined, yield forms of social organization, 

which somehow differentiate them from one another (Rankin and Falk 1991).  A definition 

of region, as quoted from Markusen (1987) seems to most accurately illustrate that which 

Rankin and Falk are speaking.  She defines a region as, “[an] historically evolved, contiguous 

territorial society that possesses a physical environment, a socioeconomic, political, and 

cultural milieu, and a spatial structure distinct from other regions and major territorial unit” 

(17).   

Falk and Lyson (1988) also reveal place to be an important variable.  In their work 

High Tech, Low Tech, No Tech, they examine industry and work in the South during the 

1970s.  They show how the region is characterized by a high degree of variation in the 

quality of the labor force, labor market conditions, racial concentrations, and rural-urban 

differences.  They also examine the uniqueness of the Black Belt—its persistent poverty, lack 

of industrial growth, high occupational segregation, and low quality of life for blacks in the 

region.  In fact, they conclude, as does Slaughter (1988), that conditions are analogous to a 

third world country. 
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Theoretical Explanations 

 Much of the research concerning the persistence of poverty has the potential to be 

very useful in helping to explain the low educational attainment and achievement in the rural 

South, especially for African Americans.  Much of this literature has been housed under the 

concept of “neighborhood effects,” and has generally been used to explain the persistent 

poverty of the inner cities.  As has been mentioned before, rural poverty and poor quality-of-

life conditions have been greatly neglected in the literature.  A great deal of the literature 

concerned with race and ethnicity focuses exclusively on urban areas and typically ignores 

the unique problems of ethnic minorities in rural places (Snipp 1996).  However, much of the 

research that has been done focusing on the inner cities and urban ghettos can be applied to 

the rural South. 

 Some of the most influential work done in this area has been done by William Julius 

Wilson, who writes about the inner-city underclass in his book, The Truly Disadvantaged 

(1987), which is frequently cited in poverty research.  This work deals primarily with causes 

of inner-city joblessness and therefore persistent poverty.  Though this work has been 

repeatedly criticized for downplaying the influence of institutional racism and current racial 

discrimination (Duster 1988; Feagin 1988; Watson 1988), it is still a worthwhile source for 

helping to understand the poor quality-of-life conditions in the rural South, especially low 

educational attainment. 

 Wilson (1987) introduces two useful theoretical concepts in this book.  The first 

concept is, “social isolation,” which he defines as, “the lack of contact or of sustained 

interaction with individuals and institutions that represent mainstream society” (Wilson 1987: 

60).  He argues that it is social isolation that is problematic, and not a, “culture of poverty,” 
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which has been the neoconservative emphasis.  Wilson proposes that a central black dilemma 

is the departure of stable middle-class families from traditional ghetto areas into better 

residential neighborhoods farther away (Wilson 1987).   

Coupled with social isolation, Wilson develops another concept that he refers to as 

“concentration effects.”  This term refers to the disproportionate concentration of the most 

disadvantaged segments of the urban black population.  The urban ghettos have high 

concentrations of single-parent families, criminals, and unemployed.  The combined effects 

of social isolation and concentration effects are fewer connections to jobs due to there being 

few employed people in the neighborhoods and a lack of positive role models.  Young people 

in these areas rarely realize their potential to be more successful than the role models 

surrounding them, and the young people who do become successful, leave the ghettos and 

move to more advantaged locations.  This creates a vicious cycle, which in the end results in 

high levels of poverty, high unemployment, and very few positive role models in the inner 

cities (Wilson 1987). 

Though Wilson is referring to the social isolation and concentration effects of urban 

ghettos, a similar situation occurs in the rural areas, especially in the South.  I make no claim 

that the situation is the same or that Wilson’s entire analysis is applicable to rural areas, but 

the two concepts of social isolation and concentration effects appear relevant.  Also, there 

seem to be some similarities between the inner cities and rural areas, which Osha Gray 

Davidson (1990) helps to point out: 

Conditions in America’s rural communities are far worse than is generally recognized.  Contrary to 
national assumptions of rural tranquility, many small towns—even those white picket-fenced hamlets 

in our fabled Heartland—today warrant the label “ghetto.”  No other word so vividly, and yet so 

accurately, conveys the air of ruin and desolation that now hangs over our rural communities…The 

word “ghetto” speaks of rising poverty rates, the chronic unemployment, and the recent spread of low-

wage, dead-end jobs.  It speaks of the relentless deterioration of health-care systems, schools, roads, 

buildings, and of the emergence of homelessness, hunger, and poverty.  It speaks too, of the inevitable 
outmigration of the best and brightest youths.  Above all the word “ghetto” speaks of the bitter stew of 
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resentment, anger, and despair that simmers silently in those left behind.  The hard and ugly truth is not 

only that we have failed to solve the problems of urban ghettos, but that we have replicated them in 

miniature a thousand times across the American countryside (157-158). 
 

Furthermore, many scholars of rural areas have discussed the physical and social isolation 

that exists in these areas.  Kenneth Wilkinson (1984) for example, explains that physical 

isolation has become more closely associated with social isolation than with social cohesion, 

as was once understood.  “Isolation is cited among likely explanations for the finding that 

rural populations have not only high rates of poverty and other material defects, but also high 

rates of suicide, homicide, and mental distress” (Wilkinson 1992: 4). 

 Wilson’s (1987) concept of concentration effects is also pertinent to this discussion.  

As has already been mentioned, many of the worst quality-of-life conditions are concentrated 

in the rural areas of the South.  Therefore, children growing up in the rural South are going to 

have fewer positive role models than children in other parts of the country.  Since conditions 

are generally worse for African Americans than whites and residential segregation tends to 

occur along the lines of race and/or socioeconomic status, it seems that concentration effects 

would also pertain to the rural South, especially in counties with high African American 

populations.  There is evidence that even when poor children do grow up next to middle-class 

neighbors, it hurts their development (Jencks and Mayer 1990; Mayer and Jencks 1989; 

Mayer 2002; Vartanian and Gleason 1999; Duncan and Lamborghini 1994).  In their review 

of the literature in this area, Mayer and Jencks (1989) write, “when neighbors compete with 

one another for a scarce resource, such as social standing, good high school grades, or 

teenage jobs, affluent neighbors may be a disadvantage” (1444). 

Vartanian and Gleason (1999) looked at the effect of neighborhood conditions on 

high school dropout rates and college graduation rates.  They consider four theoretical 
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models that may explain this effect—social isolation theory, epidemic theory, relative 

deprivation theory, and the personal utility maximization theory.   

Social isolation theory, originally created by Wilson (1987) and which has already 

been discussed is now applied to educational attainment specifically.  From this perspective 

the theory argues that living in a socially isolated neighborhood will have a negative effect 

on educational attainment due to the influence of poor adult role models in the neighborhood.  

For example, when a child’s parents have a low level of education, that child is less likely to 

pursue a high level of education.  Wilson also argued that institutional factors play a role in 

this progress as well, one of the main factors being better school quality in wealthier 

neighborhoods (Wilson 1987).  Others have argued that peers play a role in this process as 

well, not just adults.  Young people tend to do what their peers are doing; therefore, if a 

child’s peers do well in school then that child is more likely to do well in school (Vartanian 

and Gleason 1999). 

Epidemic theory is a special case of social isolation theory and argues that 

neighborhood conditions matter little in affecting outcomes until conditions reach 

particularly severe, or “epidemic” proportions.  Therefore, living in a neighborhood where 

social conditions are only poor for some people will not have an effect on educational 

attainment.  However, when nearly all of the people living in a young person’s neighborhood 

live in poor economic and social conditions then that young person is less likely to achieve 

higher levels of education (Vartanian and Gleason 1999). 

Cultural deprivation theory claims that there are potential disadvantages of having 

wealthy neighbors.  According to this theory, when disadvantaged youth live in wealthy 

neighborhoods, they may be culturally or competitively disadvantaged by having to compete 
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in school against children who have greater resources at home.  Furthermore, coming from a 

disadvantaged economic position could cause poor children to rebel against the values and 

norms of the majority group.  This alternative value system may place value in doing poorly 

in school or even dropping out.  Therefore, this theory predicts that neighborhood quality will 

be negatively related to educational attainment (Vartanian and Gleason 1999). 

The final theory that Vartanian and Gleason (1999) discuss is the utility maximization 

theory.  This theory predicts that neighborhood quality will have no effect on educational 

outcomes.  It claims that rational individuals will choose their level of educational attainment 

to maximize their personal utility, regardless of neighborhood conditions.  An individual’s 

utility depends on the true economic costs and benefits of additional education for that 

individual (Vartanian and Gleason 1999).       

Vartanian and Gleason (1999) concluded that neighborhood conditions clearly 

influence educational attainment even after controlling for family background, region, city 

size, and economic conditions in the county of residence.  The higher the quality of 

neighborhood, the less likely young people are to drop out of high school and the more likely 

they are to complete college.  For black youth, they found that the results were most 

consistent with social isolation theory.  In fact, they found that family background 

characteristics are important determinants of educational attainment.  Among both black and 

white youth, family income and parents’ educational attainment strongly influenced whether 

young people drop out of high school or graduate from college.  They also found that high 

school dropout rates are higher and graduation rates lower among young people whose 

families lived in poverty or received AFDC during their teenage years (Vartanian and 

Gleason 1999). 
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Another study by John Conlisk (1969) is somewhat dated, but still reveals some 

interesting trends that are similar to those of Vartanian and Gleason (1999).  Conlisk used 

age, race, sex, rural-urban status, education of parents, and income of parents to explain 

variation in school enrollment and school performance across the school age population.  He 

found that parental income and level of education had a positive and highly significant 

influence on school performance.  Results by Wilson, Peterson, and Wilson (1993) revealed 

that the effects of parental levels of education on educational attainment was statistically 

significant, with father’s level of education having the strongest effect.  These findings were 

also supported by Garner and Raudenbush (1991), Wilson and Allen (1987), and Krein and 

Beller (1988) among others.  Furthermore, Conlisk (1969) found that girls tend to do better in 

school than boys, and that non-white children have poorer educational achievement than 

white children.  The rural-urban variable had unclear and unexplained positive effects 

(Conlisk 1969). 

Also pertinent to this discussion are theoretical contributions of Swidler (1986) and 

Bourdieu (1977, 1986).  Swidler’s concept of “tool kits” (as borrowed from Hannerz (1969)) 

ties in very well with the previous discussion of Wilson’s (1987) work.  Swidler challenges 

the theoretical model that assumes that culture shapes action by supplying ultimate ends or 

values toward which social action is directed, thus making values the central causal element 

of culture.  She understands culture as, “consisting of such symbolic vehicles of meaning, 

including beliefs, ritual practices, art forms, and ceremonies, as well as informal cultural 

practices such as language, gossip, stories, and rituals of everyday life” (Swidler 1986: 273).  

She claims that these symbolic forms are the means through which, as Hannerz (1969) put it, 

“social processes of sharing modes of behavior and outlook within [a] community” (184) 
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take place.  People may share common aspirations, but the way their culture organizes their 

overall pattern of behavior may be profoundly different (Hannerz 1969).  This idea 

challenges the culture of poverty literature, which proposes that the “very poor” hold 

different values and attitudes and are not psychologically geared to take full advantage of 

changing conditions or increased opportunities that may occur in their lifetimes (Swidler 

1986).  For example, in repeated surveys, lower-class youth say that they value education and 

plan to go to college, and their parents say that they want them to go, yet the majority of 

lower-class youth do not actually go to college (Jencks et al. 1972). 

Swidler (1986) understands culture as being more like a style or a set of skills and 

habits than a set of preferences or wants.  So, if one were to ask a young person in poverty 

why he/she did not take steps to pursue a middle-class path to success, the answer most likely 

would not be that he/she does not want that life, but instead might be, “Who, me?”  It is 

much more difficult to pursue socioeconomic “success” in a world where the accepted skills, 

style, and informal “know-how” are unfamiliar.  It is much easier and more common for 

people to pursue a line of action for which one already has the cultural equipment.   

To adopt a line of conduct, one needs an image of the kind of world in which one in trying to act, a 

sense that one can read reasonably accurately (through one’s own feelings and through the responses 
of others) how one is doing, and a capacity to choose among alternative lines of action (Swidler 1986: 

275). 

 
When one enters into a situation where the process described above does not come easily, 

this is known as “culture shock.”  Therefore, action is not determined by one’s values, rather 

action and values (tools) are organized, like in a tool kit, to take advantage of cultural 

competences (Hannerz 1969; Swidler 1986).  Eventually, people come to value ends for 

which their cultural equipment is well suited. 
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 Bourdieu’s (1973) understanding of the role of the institution of education stands in 

the face of what many believe.  Education is frequently perceived to be the institution that 

equalizes the opportunity for social and economic success in capitalist states.  Bourdieu 

claims that institution of education serves, instead, to maintain and reproduce current class 

segregation.  He wrote: 

By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone, the 

educational system demands of everyone alike that they have what it does not give.  This consists 

mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that relationship of familiarity with culture, which 
can only be produced by family upbringing when it transmits the dominant culture (Bourdieu 1973: 

80). 

 

 This idea represents his theory of social reproduction and cultural capital, which proposes 

that the culture of the dominant class is transmitted and rewarded by the educational system.   

Of primary importance to his theoretical framework are four main concepts: capital, 

habitus, field, and practice.  Basically, capital, habitus, and field work together to generate 

practice, or social action.  The field is the setting in which practices take place and is “a 

network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992: 97).  Furthermore, fields are places in which dominant and subordinate 

groups struggle for control over resources.  Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) argue that capital 

does not exist or function except in relation to a field. 

Bourdieu (1997) described several forms of capital including economic, social, 

symbolic, and cultural.  Most important to this discussion is cultural capital.  Cultural capital 

refers to a socially inherited “linguistic and cultural competence” that facilitates achievement 

in school (Swartz 1977).  This is basically what Hannerez (1969) and Swidler (1986) were 

referring to with their concept of “tool kits.” In order to acquire cultural capital, a student 

must have the ability to receive and internalize it.  Schools require that students have this 

ability when they come into school; they do not teach it.  “The acquisition of cultural capital 
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and consequent access to academic rewards depend on the cultural capital passed down by 

the family, which, in turn is largely dependent on social class” (Dumais 2002: 44).  

 Another important concept to Bourdieu’s theory is that of “habitus.”  A habitus is: 
 

…a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at every 

moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions and makes possible the achievement of 

infinitely diversified tasks, thanks to analogical transfers of schemes permitting the solution of 
similarly shaped problems…(Bourdieu1977: 82-83). 

 
Basically, habitus refers to one’s view of the world and one’s place in it, or one’s disposition, 

which influences the actions that one takes.  Habitus is generated by one’s place in the social 

structure.  By internalizing the social structure and one’s place in it, one comes to determine 

what is possible and what is not possible for one’s life and develops aspirations and practices 

accordingly.  This process of internalization is said to take place during early childhood and 

is primarily an unconscious process.  Furthermore, Bourdieu argues that the social structure 

is reproduced from the habitus of individuals (Dumais 2002). 

 Therefore, people develop their ideas about their individual potential on the basis of 

the class position they were born into.  These ideas are then externalized into actions that 

lead to the reproduction of the class structure.  For example, a rural youth who grows up in a 

low class position holds the belief that they will remain in a low class position.  Because of 

this belief, their actions help to uphold this belief, such as dropping out of high school, which 

most likely will keep them from getting a higher paying job and maintain their low class 

position. 

 Overall, then, one’s practices or action are the result of one’ habitus and cultural 

capital within a given field.  In terms of schooling, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) describe 

the school system as a field.  Students doing their schoolwork and trying to get good grades 

are considered practices within this field.  The most valuable form of capital within this field 
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is cultural capital: “academic success is directly dependent upon cultural capital and on the 

inclination to invest in the academic market” (Bourdieu 1973: 96).  Children who possess 

more cultural capital, as obtained from growing up in upper middle or upper-class families, 

feel more comfortable in school, communicate easily with teachers, and are therefore more 

likely to do well in school (De Graaf, De Graaf, and Kraaykamp 2000).  On the other hand, 

lower-class students find the school environment different from their home environment and 

lack the capital necessary to fit in as well as the more upper-class students (Dumais 2002). 

 Swartz (1997) helps to sum up Bourdieu’s argument as it ties into educational 

attainment.  Basically, students’ decisions to invest in their education, study hard, and go to 

college depends on students’ place in the class system and their expectations of whether 

people from that class tend to be academically successful.  Furthermore, one’s habitus 

develops in relation to how much cultural capital one has.  If a person from the lower class is 

aware that people from that class tend to have little cultural capital and that without cultural 

capital, he or she is unlikely to succeed educationally.  Therefore, lower-class students tend 

to self-select themselves out of the college-going track on the basis of their views of what is 

possible and what is not (Bourdieu 1973).  However, there are always those exceptions, and 

exceptional students from the lower class may see the accumulation of cultural capital as a 

way to overcome the obstacles that are typical for those in their class position (Dumais 

2002).  

 

Parents’ Educational Attainment and Socioeconomic Status 

 Numerous studies in the literature include parents’ educational attainment.  In many 

cases mother or father’s educational attainment are included as part of an overall measure of 
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parent’s socioeconomic status combined with other variables such as occupational status, 

occupational prestige, or family income to name a few.  Some of the studies done on status 

attainment were the first to incorporate parent’s education as part of a measure of parental 

SES.  This was the case in a model of status attainment developed by a group of researchers 

from the University of Wisconsin (Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969; Sewell, Haller, and 

Ohlendorf 1970; Woelfel and Haller 1971).  This model was first used to describe data on a 

subsample of farm residents (Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969) and later was applied to five 

different residential areas (farm, village, small city, medium city, and large city) as well as to 

the total sample.  Parental socioeconomic status was posited as an exogenous variable in the 

model and was comprised of father’s occupation, father’s education, mother’s education, and 

family’s income level.  Their model says that “practically all the effect that family’s 

socioeconomic status has on a person’s educational and occupational attainment is due to its 

impact on the types of attainment-related personal influences that the person receives in his 

adolescence” (Haller and Portes 1973: 62).  They posit that the family’s socioeconomic 

position sets limits on the pool of potential significant others confronted by the individual 

and the nature of their orientations.  Therefore, it affects the class and general background of 

possible friends and hence the likelihood of those having and conveying aspirations for 

continued education past high school (Haller and Portes 1973). 

Some studies have only focused on one parents’ level of education, while others have 

looked at the affect of both parents’.  However, the results have been mixed as to whether 

both parents’ levels of education are important or if one is more important than the other.  In 

one of the best-known models of status attainment Blau and Duncan (1967) incorporated 

only father’s level of education.  Perhaps this was justified according results of study by 
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Wilson, Peterson, and Wilson (1993), which found that father’s education had the strongest 

total effect on educational attainment, while mother’s education was found to be 

insignificant.   

On the other hand, numerous studies have included only a measure of mother’s level 

of educational attainment.  These studies generally focus on the inner cities where many 

children grow up in female-headed, single-parent households (Rankin and Quane 1998). 

Wilson and Allen (1987) incorporate mother’s education into a measure of family 

socioeconomic status along with whether the family received welfare or government 

assistance while the youth was in high school in their analysis of the educational attainment 

of young black adults.  Their findings revealed that young adults with highly educated 

mothers completed the most years of schooling.  Similarly, Mensch and Kendal (1988) find 

mother’s education to be statistically significant, but find that having a more educated mother 

particularly enhances the educational attainment of female children.  Furthermore, Greg 

Duncan (1994) found maternal schooling (father’s education was not included) along with 

family income to be the most consistently powerful variables in his study of disadvantages in 

the schooling decisions of white and black adolescents.  These two variables attained 

statistical significance in every case and nearly always had the highest standardized 

coefficients as well.  He also found that the mothers of black adolescents had one to one-and-

a-half years less schooling than the mothers of white adolescents. 

 Numerous studies have also examined the effects of both parents’ level of education 

on educational attainment.  In a study of neighborhood effects on educational attainment in 

Scotland, Garner and Raudenbush (1991: 256) claim that both social class and parents’ 

education “are essential to any well-specified model of filial attainment.”  This statement was 
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supported by their analysis, which revealed that father’s and mother’s education beyond 15 

years had substantial positive effects on educational outcomes.  Father’s education was found 

to be most important, but mother’s education had a strong positive effect independent and in 

addition to father’s education.  This result was also supported in the work of Wilson et al. 

(1993).  In their study linking family processes and academic competence among rural 

African American youth, Brody, Stoneman, and Flor (1995) found that parental education 

level was positively associated with per capita income, school involvement, harmonious 

family interactions, youth self-regulation, and youth academic competence, which frequently 

result in higher levels of educational attainment. 

 Basically, parents’ education is a variable that shows up in most studies of 

educational attainment or status attainment.  It has been repeatedly shown to be of high 

statistical significance in numerous models and is often coupled with parents’ income.  

Numerous other studies could be cited that use this variable (Sewell and Hauser 1975; Sewell 

and Shah 1968; Qian and Blair 1999; Conlisk 1969; Smith, Beaulieu, and Seraphine 1995; 

Israel, Beaulieu, and Hartless 2001; Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan 1972), but the point 

has been made—academic performance and educational attainment are influenced by 

parents’ SES and specifically, parents’ educational attainment. 



34 

METHODS 

Hypotheses 

 As outlined in the literature review, the hypotheses will center around the notions of 

race, region, and rurality as factors that suppress educational achievement. 

H1: African Americans will have a lower level of education than non-African Americans. 

 From my reading, it seems that African Americans should have lower levels of 

education than whites.  The Census (2002) and The Condition of Education (2003) both 

showed figures that support this hypothesis. In 2001, 7.3 percent of whites and 10.9 percent 

of blacks 16 to 24-year-olds were not enrolled in school and had not earned a high school 

credential according to the National Center for Educational Statistics (Wirt et al. 2003).  The 

2002 Census reveals even starker figures.  The Census shows that 11.3 percent of Non-

Hispanic whites 25 years and over had not graduated from high school compared to 20.8 

percent of Non-Hispanic blacks.  Furthermore, 29.4 percent of Non-Hispanic whites 25 years 

and older held a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to only 17.2 percent of Non-Hispanic 

blacks. 

H2: People who lived in the South at age 16 will have less education than those who lived 

outside the South at age 16. 
 
 According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2002), the South accounts for 41 percent 

of Americans over age 25 without a high school diploma.  This is about twice as many as any 

other major region of the country.  The Census also reveals that the South has the lowest 

percentage of college graduates (25 percent) compared with the West, Northeast, and 

Midwest.  These percentages are growing much closer than in past years, but I predict that 

the overall educational trend will reveal that the South has the lowest educational attainment. 
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H3: People who lived in a rural area at age 16 will have less education than those residing in 

other areas at age 16. 
 
 As was discussed in the literature review, numerous studies have revealed the 

educational lag that occurs in rural areas compared to other areas.  These studies revealed 

that rural students frequently have poorer academic performance (Lichter et al. 1993), 

graduate from high school at lower rates (Gibbs; Swain and Teixeira 1991), and are less 

likely to complete college than those from urban areas (Gibbs).   

 

Data 

Data for this project will be obtained from the General Social Survey (GSS), which 

was administered by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC).  A national sample was 

constructed for this survey using full probability sampling and data was obtained through 

face-to-face interviews.  GSS participants were required to be a minimum of 18 years of age, 

English speaking, and living in non-institutional arrangements within the United States.  

Interviews were conducted in February, March, and April.  The GSS from 2000 will be 

analyzed for this project.  The original sample size for the 2000 GSS was 4,883, with 2,817 

completed cases.  

It is important to note that in 1994, the GSS started employing a biennial, dual sample 

design instead of the annual single sample design. That means that the GSSs appear in even 

years and consist of two samples. In effect, each dual sample GSS is two regular, annual 

GSSs administered simultaneously. Each sample in turn is subdivided into the three ballots.  

Each of the three ballots in both samples receives a different version of the questionnaire 

(version 1-6) and two different ISSP supplemental self-administered questionnaires.  The 
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result of all of this is two different surveys.  The two surveys do not ask all of the same 

questions, though many questions between the two are the same.  This allows NORC to ask 

more questions than could have been asked with only one set of survey questions. 

Measurement of Variables 

Currently, I have chosen 14 variables including level of education (years of education 

and highest degree received), race, region at age 16, rural-urban residence at age 16, current 

region, current rural-urban residence, mother’s level of education (years of education and 

highest degree received), father’s level of education (years of education and highest degree 

received), current perception of family income relative to others, age, and sex.  All of the 

questions corresponding to these variables were closed-ended.  The frequency distributions 

for each of these models can be seen in Tables 1.0-1.13.  

Education.  The dependent variable, level of education, is slightly complicated.  The 

education data was originally designed to consist of two independent variables.  The first 

variable is continuous and intended to represent the number of years that respondents spent in 

school.  The second is an ordinal variable and indicated the highest degree received.   

Several questions were asked by the interviewer to learn the respondents’ highest 

level of education.  The first question that was asked was, “What is the highest grade in 

elementary school or high school that you finished and got credit for?”  If the respondents 

replied that they finished ninth through twelfth grade or if they didn’t know, they were asked 

the second question, which was “Did you ever get a high school diploma or a GED 

certificate?”  Following this question respondents were asked, “Did you ever complete one or 

more years of college for credit—not including schooling such as business college, technical 

or vocational school?”  If the answer provided for this question was “yes”, then they were 
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asked “How many years did you complete?  Then they were asked, “Do you have any 

college degrees?”  If they said yes then they were asked the final question, which was “What 

degree or degrees?”  Interviewers then recorded the highest degree earned.  The data reported 

for the respondent’s education revealed the years of school that had been completed with a 

range from 0 years of formal education to 8 years of college or 0-17 plus years of school and 

the degrees that the respondent had earned.  

Race.  The question that was asked to create the race variable was, “What race do you 

consider yourself?”  The possible responses that could be used to answer this question were 

“white” (coded as 1), “black” (coded as 2), and “other” (coded as 3).  Dummy variables were 

created for this variable, which created a dichotomy of black and non-black.  The dummy 

variable for those who felt that they were black was named ‘black’.  Responses of “white” or 

“other” were considered to be ‘non-black’.  ‘Non-black’ was the baseline. 

Region at 16.  For this variable, respondents were asked, “In what state or foreign 

country were you living when you were 16 years old.” Using the component parts drawn 

from the Bureau of the Census regional classification, states of origin were recoded into nine 

regions including New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, 

South Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central, Mountain, and Pacific.  These 

categories were coded one through nine respectively, except for the foreign born response, 

which was coded as zero.  The first category, “New England” was made up of Maine, 

Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island.  The “Middle 

Atlantic” was comprised of New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.  Wisconsin, Illinois, 

Indiana, Michigan, and Ohio made up the region titled “East North Central.”  The “West 

North Central” region encompassed Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North Dakota, South 
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Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas.  The region that held the most states was the “South 

Atlantic,” which consisted of Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia, Virginia, North Carolina, 

South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, and the District of Columbia.  The “East South Central” 

was made up of Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi.  Arkansas, Oklahoma, 

Louisiana, and Texas comprised the seventh region, “West South Central.”  The eighth 

region, “Mountain” encompassed eight states including Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Nevada, 

Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico.  The last five states, Washington, Oregon, 

California, Alaska, and Hawaii compile the final category, “Pacific.” 

Dummy variables were created to make this variable compliant with the form 

required for OLS regression.  Instead of the previous nine categories a dichotomy was 

created to delineate South and non-South.  The dummy variable created for the South was 

aptly called ‘South,’ and represents three of the nine regions including the regions “South 

Atlantic,” “East South Central,” and “West South Central.”  The remaining regions were 

considered ‘non-South,’ which was used as the baseline.    

 Rural-Urban Residence at Age 16.   The question asked related to this variable was 

stated as follows: “Which of the categories on this card comes closest to the type of place 

you were living in when you were 16 years old?”  Respondents could have answered, “in 

open country but not on a farm (coded as 1), “on a farm” (coded as 2), “in a small city or 

town (under 50,000)” (coded as 3), “in a medium-size city (50,000-250,000)” (coded as 4), 

“in a suburb near a large city” (coded as 5), “in a large city (over 250,000)” (coded as 6), or 

“don’t know” (coded as 8).  In the case that the question was not answered a code of 9 was 

given. 
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 Some recoding was done for this variable.  First, the categories “in open country but 

not on a farm” and “on a farm” were combined and coded as 1.  Although many farms are 

now located in metropolitan areas, for the purposes of this study living on a farm will be 

considered living in a rural area.  Responses of “in a small city or town” and “in a medium 

city” were recoded as 2 and 3 respectively in order to maintain the ordinal pattern of the 

original variable.  Categories of “in a suburb near a large city” and “in a large city” were 

combined to make the variable fit better with the linear assumptions of OLS regression.  

When frequencies and crosstabs involving the dependent variables were analyzed, the 

categories “in a suburb near a large city” and “in a large city” reacted very similarly, 

meaning that they could be combined without any major adverse effects.        

Current Region.   Respondents made no active response to this question.  The 

interviewer simply noted what region of the country the interview was done in.    The 

interviews were done nationwide and the regions of the country were broken down into nine 

categories including New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, 

South Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central, Mountain, and Pacific.  The states 

that make up the regions in this variable are the same ones that comprise the previously 

discussed regions for the variable, region at age 16. 

Like the region at age 16 variable, it was necessary to create a dummy variable to 

comply with OLS regression.  The dummy created for this variable is nearly identical to the 

one created in region at age 16, which creates a dichotomy of South and non-South.  In order 

to be able to differentiate the dummy for this variable with the dummy variable, ‘South’, for 

region at 16, this dummy variable was called “South now.”  The categories included under 
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‘South now’ were “South Atlantic”, “East South Central”, and “West South Central”.  All 

other categories were considered to be non-South, which was used as the baseline. 

Current Rural-Urban Residence.  The question asked to measure the third variable, 

current rural-urban residence, is a measure of the type of residence respondent lived at the 

time the interview was conducted.  This question was stated as follows: “Would you describe 

the place where you live as…”  Possible responses were: “a big city” (coded as 1), “the 

suburbs or outskirts of a big city” (coded as 2), “a small city or town” (coded as 3), “a 

country village” (coded as 4), and “a farm or home in the country” (coded as 5), or “don’t 

know” (coded as 8).     

This variable was recoded, in a similar manner as the recode for rural-urban residence 

at age 16.  The reasons for these recodes were the same as they were for rural-urban 

residence at age 16 except that the order of the variables was changed to make the ordinal 

direction match that of rural-urban residence at age 16.  The categories “a farm or home in 

the country” and “a country village” were combined and coded as 1.  The category “a small 

city or town” was coded as 2.  “The suburbs or outskirts of a big city” and “a big city” were 

combined and coded as 3.  This variable has one less category than rural-urban residence at 

age 16, but the ordinal direction is the same and the two variables are conceptually similar. 

 The literature suggested many other variables that might be affecting educational 

attainment, but due to the nature of this project only two family SES variables were used—

mother and father’s educational attainment and the respondent’s current perception of their 

family income compared to others.  Age and sex were also common controls in other 

research projects. 
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 Parents’ Level of Education.   The next two variables, mother’s level of education 

and father’s level of education, were obtained in much the same way as the respondent’s 

level of education.  The only difference is that questions were asked relating to whether or 

not there was a stepmother/stepfather or other male/female guardian when there was no 

original parent.  If there was no recollection of a parent or parent substitute, questions 

regarding this variable were skipped.  Other than this, all of the information reported for 

respondent’s education can be applied to mother’s level of education and father’s level of 

education and for the sake of not being redundant it will not be repeated here.   

Current Perception of Family Income Compared to Others.  The intention of adding 

this variable was to get a measure of how the respondent perceives their family income in 

relation to others.  The question that was asked was: “Compared with American families in 

general, would you say your family income is far below average (coded as 1), below average 

(coded as 2), average (coded as 3), above average (coded as 4), or far above average (coded 

as 5)?”  If the respondent did not provide an answer to this question or if they responded 

“don’t know,” the case was deleted.  Unfortunately, a complementary question was not 

available for the respondent’s perception of their family income at age 16 for this year of the 

GSS, though this question was available for other GSSs.  

Age.  For the age variable, respondents did not actively report their age.  Instead, 

respondents were asked to report their date of birth, which was recoded, to come up with the 

age variable.  These ages have been grouped into eight categories.  The first category (coded 

as 1) includes ages10 to 19, which in essence only includes respondents who were 18 or 19 

due to the fact that respondents had to be at least 18 years of age.  The other categories 

consisted of ages 20 to 29 (coded as 2), 30 to 39 (coded as 3), 40 to 49 (coded as 4), 50 to 59 
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(coded as 5), 60 to 69 (coded as 6), 70 to 79 (coded as 7), and 80 or over (coded as 8).  

Responses of “don’t know” or in the case that no answer was supplied were coded as 9. 

 Sex.  For the sex variable, respondents were asked to report their sex.  There were 

only two response categories for this variable, “male” (coded as 1) and “female” (coded as 

2).   A dummy variable was created for this nominal variable to make it functional in 

regression analysis.  “Male” was the dummy variable created and the category for female 

was used as the baseline.  

   

Analytic Techniques 

 The purpose of this study is to find out the importance of race, region, and place of 

residence along with controls for family background, and certain current conditions in 

predicting educational attainment.  Therefore, the dependent variable for this project is 

educational attainment.  A diagram of the full model can be seen in Figure 1.0.  Ordinary-

least-squares (OLS) regression will be the primary analytical tool for this study.  Separate 

regression models will be run using two measures of educational attainment: 1) years of 

education and 2) highest degree obtained.  The models using years of education as the 

dependent variable are the primary ones that I will be discussing.  The results for the models 

using degree as the dependent variable will be mentioned periodically, but will not be 

discussed in the same detail as those using years of education as the dependent variable.   

It should also be noted that each regression model will be run separately, using list-

wise deletion for only the variables that are included in that model, as opposed to running 

each model simultaneously using list-wise deletion of every variable used in all of the 

models.  This process results in there being a different sample size for each regression model.  
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This was done because list-wise deletion of all responses of not applicable, don’t know, or 

missing values resulted in a 10-90 percent split for the dichotomy black/non-black, which has 

the potential to be problematic due to the nature of OLS regression.  By doing list-wise 

deletion of only the variables in each model, we were able to keep the black/nonblack split at 

approximately 15-85 percent for all regression runs except for the final run in both sets of 

regressions in which all of the variables are present.  Furthermore, list-wise deletion of only 

the variables in each model allows a much larger analytic sample size for three out four of 

the models than there would have been using list-wise deletion of every variable in the set of 

models.   

Because each of the regression models has a different sample size, incremental F-tests 

cannot be performed between nested models to determine whether or not the addition of 

variables creates a statistically significant different in the models explanatory power.  

However, incremental F-tests can be performed on the models that all have the same sample 

size (N=694), in which list-wise deletion was done for every variable in the model.  For this 

reason, the incremental F-tests for these models will be briefly mentioned, although these are 

not directly comparable to the primary models that are discussed in the majority of the 

analysis.   

The primary independent variables are race, region at age 16, and rural-urban 

residence at age 16.  This relationship will be analyzed using several statistical techniques.  

Univariate and bivariate analysis will be done to see if there is anything out of the ordinary 

among the variables.  However, the primary statistical method used for this project is OLS 

regression.  I will create two sets of four regression models that will be used to learn the 

gradual effect of adding control variables.  The first set of four regressions will predict years 
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of education and can be seen in Table 2.0.  The second set will predict highest degree 

achieved and can be seen in Table 2.2.  It should be noted that there are two other variations 

between the two sets of regressions.  As with respondent’s education level, mother’s 

education and father’s educational attainment have two measures as well, including years of 

education and highest degree received.  In the models where parents’ education is included, 

the measure used will match the measure used for the dependent variable (i.e., if respondents 

years of education is used as the dependent variable then the years of mothers’ and fathers’ 

will be used). 

 The initial model, referred to as the “Conditions at 16”model, will include the level of 

education as the dependent variable and the three primary independent variables—race, 

region at age 16, and rural-urban residence at age 16.  The purpose of this model is to analyze 

the combined of effects of race, region, and the type of place respondents lived at age 16 to 

understand how race and the place the respondent grew up in, affects their educational 

attainment.  

The second model, referred to as the “Current Conditions” model, will be very similar 

to the initial model in that the dependent variable, level of education and one independent 

variable, race, are the same.  The independent variables region at age 16 and rural-urban 

residence at age 16 will be replaced by the variables current region and current rural-urban 

residence, both of which are measures of where the respondent lived at the time of the 

interview.  The intention of this model is to see how the combination of race, current region, 

and current rural-urban residence affect educational attainment without the effects of where 

the respondent lived at age 16. 
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The third model is referred to as the “Combined” model and will include both of the 

previous models.  The initial model will be nested within the second model, which will result 

in the presence of five independent variables including race, region at age 16, current region, 

rural-urban residence at age 16, and current rural-urban residence.  The purpose of this model 

is to observe the combined effects of race, where the respondent lived at age 16, and where 

the respondent lived at the time of the interview.   

The final model, the “Model with Controls,” will have the third model nested within 

it and will include several control variables.  The variables include the respondent’s current 

perception of their family income compared to others, mother’s educational attainment, 

father’s educational attainment, age, and sex.  By adding these controls, we will be able to 

see whether or not any previously statistically significant independent variables remain 

significant with added influence of controls. 

[Figure 1.0 about here] 
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ANALYSIS 

 Statistical significance is based on an alpha of .05 for all significance tests.  At least 

two types of significance tests were performed for every model in this project.  First, the 

model was tested for statistical significance using an F-test.  If the model was found to be 

statistically significant, then the slopes were tested for statistical significant using t-tests.  

The slope coefficients were all tested for statistical significance using one-tailed tests because 

I already had preconceived hypotheses concerning the directional influence that each variable 

would have on the dependent variable.  Three of the variables were predicted to result in a 

negative slope coefficient for educational attainment (years and degree), including race, 

region at 16, and current region.  The remaining variables—rural-urban residence at 16, 

current rural-urban residence, mother’s education, father’s education, current perception of 

family income relative to others, age, and sex—were predicted to create positive slope 

coefficients.  Slope coefficients that are not in the predicted direction will not be considered 

statistically significant. 

   

Years of Education 

All four regressions using years of education as the dependent variable can be seen in 

Table 2.0.  The first model includes years of education as the dependent variable and the 

three primary independent variables—the dummy variable, “black,” for race, the dummy 

variable, “South,” for region at age 16, and the ordinal variable rural-urban residence at age 

16.  The model is statistically significant with a critical F-value of 2.60.  The adjusted R2 for 

the model is .042.  All three independent variables have a statistically significant affect on 

years of education.  All of the slopes reflect the impact of the other variables, or controls, in 
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the model.  With this said, the model shows that blacks have an unstandardized beta 

coefficient of 1.13 years less education than non-blacks.  Alternatively, being black reduces 

years of education by a beta of .14 standard units.  Furthermore, people living in the South at 

age 16 are found to have approximately half a year (0.52) less education than those who lived 

outside the South at age 16.  The standardized beta also shows that living in the south reduces 

years of education by .09 standard units.  Finally, the model shows that for every one-unit 

increase in the type of place a person lives at age 16 there will be approximately a one-

quarter year increase (0.29) in one’s level of education.  Consequently, when looking at the 

two extreme ends of this ordinal variable, the model shows that those growing up in urban 

areas at age 16 will have .87 years (three-unit increase) more education than those living in 

rural areas at age 16.  The standardized beta was 0.12, which means that for every one-unit 

increase in rural-urban residence at age 16 there will be 0.12 standard units of change in 

years of education.  

 The second model keeps the same dependent variable and the dummy variable for 

race and substitutes the dummy variable for region at age 16 and rural-urban residence at age 

16 with the two corresponding variables for the respondents’ current region and current rural-

urban residence.  This model is found to be statistically significant with a critical F-value of 

2.60.  The adjusted R2 was .044, which, if roughly compared to the first model shows that 

this model explains slightly more of the variation in years of education than the previous 

model.   

However, only two of the regression slopes were statistically significant—race and 

current rural-urban residence.  This model predicts that blacks will have 1.30 years less 

education than non-blacks when controlling for other factors in this model.  Looking at the 
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slope for current rural-urban residence reveals that the model predicts a .63 year increase in 

years of education for every one-unit increase in current rural-urban residence.  These slopes 

represent the controlling impact of all parameters in the model. 

 The standardized betas paint much the same picture.  According to the model, being 

black reduces years of education by .16 standard units.  The model also reveals that for every 

standard unit increase in current rural-urban residence there will be a subsequent .16 standard 

unit increase in years of education. 

 The third model represents the combination of the first two models.  It includes five 

independent variables including race, the two variables for where the respondent lived at age 

16 and the two variables revealing where the respondent lived at the time of the interview.  

This model was statistically significant with a critical F-value of 2.21 and an R2 of .057.  The 

adjusted R2 for this model is slightly higher than the R2 of either of the previous two models.  

Controlling for other factors in the model, all of the slopes except for the current region were 

statistically significant.  The model shows that blacks will have 1.29 years less education 

than nonblacks and those living in the South will have .83 fewer years of education than 

those living outside the South.  The model also shows that for every one-unit increase in the 

variable, rural-urban residence at age 16, there is a subsequent .16 year increase in years of 

education.  For current rural-urban residence, the model shows that, for every one-unit 

increase in current rural-urban residence there is slightly over half a year increase (0.52) in 

years of education.  This slope is quite a bit higher than the slope for rural-urban residence at 

age 16 and the standardized beta coefficient is also higher—.13 for current rural-urban 

residence compared to .07 for rural-urban residence at age 16—meaning that the type of 

residence the respondent lived in at the time of the interview is more important than where 
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they lived at age 16.  To flush this interpretation out even further, the model shows that those 

now living in urban areas have 1.04 years more years of education than those living in rural 

areas. 

 When the standardized betas are analyzed, the model reflects that being black reduces 

years of education by .17 standard units and that living in the South at age 16 reduces years 

of education by .14 standard units.  Also, for every standard unit of increase in rural-urban 

residence at age 16, there will be a .07 standard unit increase in years of education.  For the 

last statistically significant variable in this model, current rural-urban residence, the 

standardized betas reveal that for every unit of increase in current rural-urban residence, there 

will be a .13 standard unit increase in years of education.   

 The final model includes the addition of five control variables—mother’s years of 

education, father’s years of education, current perception of family income relative to others, 

age, and the dummy variable for gender.  This model is also found to be statistically 

significant with a critical F-value of 1.83.  The adjusted R2 for this model is greater than all 

of the previous models by far.  According to the adjusted R2 this model explains 24 percent 

of the variation in years of education.  Many of the slopes from the previous models lost 

statistical significance in this combined model with controls.  Only two of the previously 

included slopes are statistically significant—race and current rural-urban residence.  For the 

dummy variable for race, the model shows that blacks will have .63 years less education than 

nonblacks.  This certainly reflects the impact of the control variables considering that in all of 

the other models the dummy variable for race had unstandardized slopes over 1.0.  For 

current rural-urban residence, the model shows that for every one-unit increase in current 

rural-urban residence there will be a .49 year increase in education.  This is a similar slope to 
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what was seen in the previous model.  When comparing the extreme categories for this 

variable, rural areas are predicted to have approximately one year (.98) less education than 

those living in an urban area.   

 Out of the five control variables that were added to this model, four had statistically 

significant regression coefficients.  The respondent’s current perception of his or her family 

income compared to others had the largest slope coefficient out of all of the added controls.  

The model predicts that for every one-unit increase in respondents’ current perceptions of 

their family incomes, there will be a subsequent .57 year increase in years of education.  

Therefore, those who responded “far above average,” are found to have 2.28 years more 

education than those who perceived their family income to be far below average.  The model 

shows that for every one-year increase in mother’s education and father’s education, there 

will be a .23 and a .11 increase, respectively, in the respondent’s years of education.  The 

final statistically significant control variable was age, and the model predicts that for every 

one-year increase in age there will be a subsequent .02 year increase in years of education. 

 Looking at the standardized betas, it is seen that being black reduces years of 

education by .07 standard units.  For every standard unit increase in current rural-urban 

residence there is a .13 standard unit increase in years of education.  Mother’s education had 

the highest standardized beta out of all the variables in the model with a standardized beta of 

.29.  For father’s education, the model shows that for every standard unit increase in father’s 

education there is a .16 year increase in the respondent’s years of education.  The variable 

with the second highest standardized beta score was currently perceived family income 

relative to others.  The model reveals that for every standard unit increase in this variable, 

there will be a .19 standard unit increase in years of education.  The last statistically 
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significant variable in this model was age, and the standardized beta for this shows that for 

every standard unit increase in age there is a .02 standard increase in years of education.  

Gender did not show a significant relationship with years of education in the model. 

[Table 2.0 about here] 

As previously mentioned, a set of models with years of education as the dependent 

variable were run in which all of the sample sizes for all of the models are the same.  This 

was done through list-wise deletion of all responses of don’t know, not applicable, and 

missing values for all variables.  These models were run, solely for the purpose of doing 

incremental F-tests.  However, keep in mind that due to the loss of sample numbers these 

incremental F-tests are not directly comparable to the models described above.  Only the 

relevant statistics for the incremental F-tests will be discussed.  However, Table 2.1 provides 

a full statistical report of the four models. 

 All of the models using years of education as the dependent variable with a sample 

size of 694 were statistically significant.  The adjusted R2 for the first model, “Conditions at 

16,” was .034.  This model, which included the independent variables race, the dummy 

variable for region at age 16 (South), and rural-urban residence at age 16, was compared to 

the “Combined” model, which included the independent variables just mentioned, as well as 

the dummy variable for current region and current rural-urban residence.  The adjusted R2 for 

“Combined” was .063.  The calculated F-statistic was 10.85, which was greater than the 

critical F-value with 2 and 689 degrees of freedom.  Therefore, the “Combined” model is a 

statistically significant improvement over the “Conditions at 16” model. 

 The same incremental F-test was done between the second model, “Current 

Conditions” and the “Combined” model.  The “Current Conditions” model included three 



52 

independent variables including race, the dummy variable for current region, and current 

rural-urban residence.  This model had an adjusted R2 of .055.  The “Combined” model 

includes these variables and the variables just described for the “Conditions at 16” model.  

As was pointed out in the previous paragraph, the R2 for this model is .063.  The calculated 

F-statistic for the incremental F-test between these two models is 2.91, which is not greater 

than the test statistic of 3.02.  Therefore, the “Combined” model is not a statistically 

significant improvement over the “Current Conditions” model.   

 The final incremental F-test that was performed for the years of education models 

was between the “Combined” model, which has been described, and the “Model with 

Controls”, which included the variables in the “Combined” model along with mother’s years 

of education, father’s years of education, currently perceived family income relative to 

others, age, and the dummy variable for gender.  The R2 for the “Model with Controls” was 

.247, which was shown to be a statistically significant improvement over the “Combined” 

model.  The calculated F-statistic was 33.48.  

[Table 2.1 about here] 

 

Educational Degrees   

As I mentioned earlier, each model run for educational attainment was also run using 

degree as the dependent variable.  The independent variables are identical to the years of 

education models except for one difference final, “Model with Controls,” where the variables 

mother’s and father’s years of education are replaced with mother’s and father’s degree.  

This set of models will not be discussed with the same detail that was given for the models 

using years of education as the dependent variable.  However, some large differences 
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between the two sets of models are pointed out.  The full statistical results can be seen in 

Table 2.2 and a summary table comparing the slopes coefficients and significance levels 

between the years of education models and the degree models can be seen in Table 2.4.  

 In the first model, “Conditions at 16”, the adjusted R2 was .005 lower in the model 

with degree.  The slopes were all statistically significant as they were in the model using 

years of education, but the slope coefficients were much lower in the degree model.  For 

example, race had an unstandardized slope coefficient of –1.13 in the model using years of 

education, but only a -.46 coefficient in the degree model.  The standardized betas were not 

identical between the two models, but they were very close. 

 In the second model, “Current Conditions,” the degree model had a slightly higher R2 

(.047) than the years of education model (.044).  The statistically significant variables 

between the two were the same—race and current rural-urban residence—but the regression 

coefficients were much lower in the degree model.  In the model using years of education for 

the dependent variable, the slope coefficients for race and current rural-urban residence were 

-1.30 and 0.63, respectively.  However, in the degree model these coefficients declined to -

0.56 for race and 0.27 for current rural-urban residence. 

 The adjusted R2 for both of the third models, “Combined,” was nearly the same.  

Statistical significance was the same for all of the variables except for one.  In the degree 

model, rural-urban residence at age 16 was not statistically significant, but it was in the years 

of education model.  All of the corresponding statistically significant slope coefficients 

between the two models are lower in the degree model than in the model using years of 

education. 
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 For the final model, “Model with Controls,” the R2 for the degree model (0.234) is 

lower than the R2 for the years of education model (0.242).  All of the same slopes were 

statistically significant between the two models.  It should be pointed out again, however, 

that the percent split in the frequencies between black and nonblack are 10 percent and 90 

percent respectively, due to list-wise deletion in the two “Models with Controls.”  This more 

extreme split in the dichotomized racial variable may contribute to irregularity in the model, 

but for some reason this irregularity did not affect the two models the same way.   

The slope coefficients for current rural-urban residence, currently perceived family 

income relative to others, and age were all approximately half as large as they were in the 

years of education model.  On the other hand, the slope coefficients for mother’s degree and 

father’s degree were both higher in the degree model than in the years of education model, 

though the difference was not nearly as drastic as that seen for current rural-urban residence, 

currently perceived family income relative to others, and age. 

[Table 2.2 about here] 

The same regressions using degree as the dependent variable that were just described 

were also run in four models with identical sample sizes.  Identical sample sizes were 

obtained through list-wise deletion of responses of don’t know, not applicable, or missing.  

These models were created for the same purpose as the corresponding years of education 

models, previously described—to perform incremental F-tests.  Neither the incremental F-

tests, nor the models themselves, are directly comparable to the primary degree models 

previously described.  The regressions were run to simply gain a rough estimate of whether 

each model was a statistically significant improvement over the previous models.  Because 
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the degree models were not the primary models of this analysis the incremental F-tests will 

be quickly summarized, though full statistics can be seen in Table 2.3.  

The “Combined” model was found to be a statistically significant improvement over 

the “Conditions at 16” model, but was not a statistically significant improvement over the 

“Current Conditions” model.  In the final incremental F-test, the “Model with Controls” was 

compared to the “Combined” model and was found to be a statistically significant 

improvement over the “Combined” model.  Therefore, the model that explains the most 

variation in educational degrees was the “Model with Controls.”  

[Table 2.3 about here] 

 

Models with Alternative Coding for Region at 16 and Current Region   

The last two sets of regressions can be seen in Tables 2.5 and 2.6.  These models were 

nearly identical to the primary eight models—four models using years of education as the 

dependent variable and four variables using degree as the dependent variable.  The only 

change was in how the dummy variables for region at age 16 and region were created.  In the 

previous models a dichotomy of “South”/non-South and “South Now”/non-South was 

created.  Both the “South” and “South Now” dummies were comprised of a combination of 

three categories from the region at age 16 and current region variables including “South 

Atlantic,” “East South Central,” and “West South Central.”  In the last two sets of 

regressions, the dummies “South” and “South Now” are comprised of only one category—

“East South Central.”  This does create an extreme split of the frequencies between South 

and non-South and South Now and non-South, which makes the results less reliable, but 
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these runs were done for exploratory reasons only.  They will not be discussed at length, but 

some highlights and examples will be mentioned. 

 The reason for reducing the dummies “South” and “South Now” to include only one 

of the regions of the South was because of a finding that I recognized in the bivariate 

analysis.  When the bivariate relationship between region at age 16 or current region, was 

analyzed with educational attainment, East South Central seemed to be the region with the 

lowest educational attainment.  For this reason, I tested the impact this subregion would have 

by itself.   

The results of the regressions for the one-region South model did not deviate very 

much from the results of the original years of education models in which the three-region 

South was analyzed.  All of the models were statistically significant and the R2 values were 

all very similar to those from the previous regressions.  In fact there were only three 

differences worth mentioning between the one-region South models and the original years of 

education models.   

First, the slope coefficient for region at age 16 for the “Conditions at 16”model, was 

higher in the one-region South than in the original years of education model— -0.52 and -

0.83 respectively.  A second deviation between the two sets of models also occurred in the 

“Current Conditions” models.  The dummy variable for current region, South Now, was not 

statistically significant in the original years of education model, but was found to be 

statistically significant in the one-region South model.  In the one-region South model, 

current region was found to be statistically significant at a level of .005 and had a slope 

coefficient of -0.90.  The final difference between the two sets of models that is worth 

mentioning is occurs between the two “Combined” models.  In the original years of 
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education model, the dummy variable for region at 16 has a slope coefficient of -0.83.  

However, in the one-region South model the slope coefficient increase to -1.18 for this 

variable. 

[Table 2.5 about here] 

 The one-region South models using educational degrees as the dependent variable 

also were not a great deal different than the original degrees models.  All of the adjusted R2 

values were very similar between the two sets of models.  Furthermore, all of the models in 

both sets of regressions were statistically significant.  However, three differences between the 

two models are worth noting.  First, in the “Current Conditions” model, the adjusted R2 was 

slightly larger in the one-region South model than in the original degree model (0.054 

compared to 0.047). Second, the dummy variable for current region was originally not 

statistically significant, but in the corresponding one-region South model the variable was 

found to be statistically significant with a slope coefficient of -0.35.  Finally, in the original 

“Model with Controls” the dummy variable for region at age 16 was found to be statistically 

significant, but was not in the one-region South model. 

[Table 2.6 about here] 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The goal of this research was to learn how much of an influence race, region, and 

rurality have on educational attainment.  Four primary ordinary-least-squares regression 

models were run with years of education as the dependent variable.  The independent 

variables were race, region at age 16, and rural-urban residence at age 16; they comprised the 

first model.  The second model looked at the effects of race, current region, and current rural-

urban residence.  The third model was a combination of the first and second models, and 

included measures of region and residence during two time periods, at age 16 and at the time 

of the interview, in order to see the additive effects.  In the fourth and final model, five 

common control variables were added including, mother’s years of education, father’s years 

of education, currently perceived family income relative to others, age, and sex.  The final 

model had the most explanatory power with an adjusted R2 of 0.242, which means that the 

model explained 24.2 percent of the variation in years of education.  All of the variables 

except for two, current region and sex, were statistically significant in at least one of the 

models.  In fact, the only two variables to lose statistical significance were rural-urban 

residence at 16 and region at 16, which did not lose statistical significance until controls were 

added in the final model. 

 As stated in my first hypothesis, I predicted that African Americans would have less 

education than non-blacks.  My hypothesis was supported in all of the models and race 

proved to be an important predictor of educational attainment.  In fact, race had the highest 

slope coefficient in every model, with a coefficient greater than -1.0 in every model except 

for the final model, when the slope coefficient dropped to 0.63.  This means is that blacks, on 

average, were shown to have a little over one year less education than non-blacks in three of 
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the four models.  With the addition of controls, blacks were predicted to have 0.63 years less 

education than non-blacks. 

 My second hypothesis was that those living in the South at age 16 would have a lower 

level of educational attainment than those living outside the South at age 16.  This hypothesis 

was supported for two of the models with years of education as the dependent variable, 

“Conditions at 16” and “Combined,” but lacked statistical significance in the final model.  In 

the educational degree models, however, region at age 16 was shown to be a statistically 

significant predictor of educational attainment.  The current equivalent of region at age 16, 

current region, failed to reach statistical significance in any of the models with years of 

education as the dependent variable, although it was found to be statistically significant in 

one of the educational degrees models (“Combined”).   

 The final hypothesis stated for this project was that people who lived in a rural area at 

age 16 would have less education than those residing in other areas.  Similarly to region at 

age 16, this variable was statistically significant in two of the models, but then lost statistical 

significance with the addition of controls.  Although this variable was not as important as I 

had expected, the current equivalent of this variable, current residence, was shown to be 

important.  Analysis of this variable revealed that for every one-unit increase on a scale from 

rural to urban, there was a subsequent half-a-year increase in years of education, even with 

the addition of controls.  Therefore, people living in rural areas were predicted to have 

approximately one year less education than those living in urban areas at the time of the 

interview. 

 This finding suggests that people growing up in rural areas don’t necessarily have 

lower educational attainments than other places of residence, but instead that the people who 
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do obtain higher levels of education tend to leave rural areas.  This trend has frequently been 

referred to as “brain drain.”  Due to the nature of rural economies, there is little opportunity 

for college educated people to find employment in rural areas, so they move to areas with 

more job opportunities—typically suburbs and cities.  Theoretically, this would mean that 

rural youth are growing up with fewer highly educated role models, therefore limiting their 

perceptions of their potential and subsequently causing them to make decisions that prohibit 

them from receiving higher educational attainment.  The data analysis presented here does 

not clearly support that, although it does not completely negate it either. 

 Four out of the five added control variables proved to be statistically significant.  

Currently perceived family income relative to others, proved to have the largest slope 

coefficient of the control variables in the final model.  Compared to the other variables in the 

final model, it had the second largest slope coefficient, second to race.  The model with 

controls showed that for every one-unit increase in perceived family income (i.e., from “far 

below average” to “below average”) there was a 0.57-year increase in respondent’s years of 

education.  Put more practically, those who perceived their family incomes to be far above 

average had an average of 2.28 years more education than those who considered their family 

incomes to be far below average.  Mother’s years of education was also shown to have a 

relatively large impact on years of education.  For every one-year increase in mother’s 

education, there was a subsequent 0.23 year increase in the respondent’s years of education.  

Father’s education had a similar affect, although not as strong, with a 0.11 year increase in 

the respondent’s years of education with every one-year increase in father’s education.  

Finally, age was shown to be statistically significant; however, the slope coefficient for this 

variable was only 0.02.  
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 The results seemed to be modest without the addition of control variables.  However, 

I think that this is partly due to some limitations of the dataset that was used.  First of all, the 

questions asked in the GSS are frequently very vague and subjective.  In this case, the 

questions for rural-urban residence at age 16 and current rural-urban residence were 

especially vague for the purposes of this study.  These questions asked for respondents to 

choose the answer that most accurately describes the place that they were/are living.  The 

answers that they had to choose from were very vague (i.e., a farm, in the open country, 

small city/town, medium-size city, suburb near a large city, and large city for rural-urban 

residence at age 16; farm or home in the country, country village, small city/town, the 

suburbs/outskirts of big city, and big city) for current rural-urban residence.  I used these 

categories to roughly create a measure of rurality, but a question more designed to make this 

designation more exact and objective would have been preferable.  I do not know that an 

improvement in these measures would have improved the results, but it would have at least 

made the measure more accurate.   

 Another especially vague measure dealt with how the respondent perceived his or her 

current family income relative to others.  This measure was selected to make it comparable 

with the other subjective measures in the model.  There was a similar question asked in other 

years of GSS data about the respondent’s perception of their family income relative to others 

at age 16.  I had originally wanted to use those questions for comparison, but only the 

measure for current perceptions of family income was available in the 2000 GSS. 

 Second, there was no way to break down the region or residence measures into 

specific states or counties due to privacy restrictions.  Initially, I had wanted to break the 

South down into the Black Belt states and into Black Belt counties.  Had this been possible, I 
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wanted to compare the Black Belt counties, Black Belt States, the South as a whole, and the 

non-South.  From what I have read in the literature about the Black Belt, I think that the 

results for region at 16 and current region would have been much stronger.  Being able to 

isolate the Black Belt counties is important due to the high concentration of African 

Americans and the high concentration of rural people living in this subregion.  It is also 

important because, most likely, the conditions in the Black Belt are much worse than the 

South as a whole.  As Wimberley and Morris (1997) have pointed out, some of the places in 

the South, specifically the “New South,” often stand highly in ratings of the best places to 

live or to do business.  This stands in contradiction to the fact that the South also ranks 

lowest on many of the quality-of-life measures.  From their analysis, Wimberley and Morris 

go on to show that the poor quality-of-life standings for states in the South are from “a 

certain band of counties cutting across the states of this region—not conditions throughout 

the whole states” (Wimberley and Morris 1997: 1).  Therefore, by only being able to look at 

the region that the GSS defines as the South, the picture of educational attainment is being 

clouded. 

 It also seemed that there were very few studies in which race, region, and rurality 

were analyzed collectively and in conjunction with educational attainment.  Hopefully, this 

project will help to start filling that void.  I think that the next step to exploring the 

relationship between race, region, and rurality and their impact on educational attainment 

needs to involve a unique survey instrument, solely for this purpose.  Ideally, this instrument 

would ask questions concerning not only race, region, and rurality, but would also 

incorporate questions from other known factors influencing educational attainment, such as 

family background, “neighborhood” conditions (using a rough interpretation), and school 
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financial and budgetary information.  This would certainly be an ambitious study, but would 

be highly beneficial for education researchers and policy-makers alike. 

 Studies such as this one also have implications for public policy.  From studies such 

as this one, interest groups could have the backing of research to show that, despite 

affirmative action and other policies that have been attempted since the famous Brown 

decisions, there is still an educational gap between blacks and non-blacks, but especially 

between blacks and whites.  There is a great deal of debate about what is causing this 

education gap, but the fact remains the same; the gap exists, and more research needs to be 

done to figure out what can be done to diminish this gap.  Also, many people fail to consider 

rural people and places when they think of poverty, but as I discussed in the literature review, 

these are exactly the people and places that are the most disadvantaged.   

 Policy needs to focus on the rural populations in this country to improve educational 

attainment, but also the living and working conditions for rural populations.  Finally, as has 

already been mentioned, the South needs to receive increased funding and policy decisions 

need to be made to bring the South up to an equal level with other regions.  However, no 

functional policy for Southern improvement can be created without addressing issues 

regarding race and rurality.  These two variables happen to intersect in the Black Belt, where 

the lowest educational attainment and the worst quality-of-life conditions in the country are 

found.  Therefore, policy should start with these counties and then expand to the rest of the 

South.  
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Table 1.0 
Frequency Distribution for Years of Education 

 

Years of Education 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

0 
0 

(0.0) 
1 

(0.07) 

1 
0 

(0.0) 

0 

(0.00) 

2 
1 

(0.14) 

2 

(0.14) 

3 
0 

(0.0) 

2 

(0.14) 

4 
2 

(0.28) 

3 

(0.21) 

5 
2 

(0.28) 

5 

(0.35) 

6 
1 

(0.14) 
6 

(0.42) 

7 
3 

(0.42) 

12 

(0.85) 

8 
11 

(1.53) 

54 

(3.81) 

9 
7 

(0.97) 

36 

(2.54) 

10 
17 

(2.36) 

60 

(4.23) 

11 
30 

(4.17) 
88 

(6.20) 

12 
202 

(28.09) 

409 

(28.82) 

13 
81 

(11.27) 

137 

(9.65) 

14 
92 

(12.80) 

169 

(11.91) 

15 
45 

(6.26) 

66 

(4.65) 

16 
127 

(17.66) 

213 

(15.01) 

17 
24 

(3.34) 
43 

(3.03) 

18 
40 

(5.56) 

54 

(3.81) 

19 
11 

(1.53) 

22 

(1.55) 

20 
23 

(3.20) 

33 

(2.33) 

No Answer N/A 
4 

0.28 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.1 
Frequency Distribution for Educational Degree 

 

Educational 

Degrees 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

Less than high 
school 

89 
(11.51) 

243 
(17.12) 

High school 
410 

(53.04) 

725 

(51.09) 

Associate/Junior 

college 

57 

(7.37) 

101 

(7.12) 

Bachelors 
145 

(18.76) 

236 

(16.63) 

Graduate 
72 

(9.31) 

1.6 

(7.47) 

Don’t Know N/A 
1 

(0.07) 

No Answer N/A 
7 

(0.49) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
 
 

Table 1.2 
Frequency Distribution for Race 

 

Race 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

Black 
74 

 (10.29) 

84 

(10.87) 

224 

(15.49) 

Non-Black 
645 

(89.71) 

689 

(89.13) 

1195 

(84.21) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
 
 
 

Table 1.3 
Frequency Distribution for Region at Age 16 

 

Region at 

Age 16 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 
Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 
Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

South 
230 

 (31.99) 

262 

(33.89) 

454 

(31.99) 

Non-South 
489 

(68.01) 

511 

(66.11) 

869 

(61.24) 

Missing N/A N/A 
96 

(6.77) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.4 
Frequency Distribution for Rural-Urban Residence at Age 16 

 

Rural-Urban Residence at 

Age 16 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419)

Rural 
190 

(26.43) 
207 

(26.78) 
351 

(24.74) 

Small city/town 
231 

(32.13) 

249 

(32.21) 

442 

(31.15) 

Medium city 
99 

(13.77) 

112 

(14.49) 

231 

(16.28) 

Urban 
199 

(27.68) 

205 

(26.52) 

391 

(27.55) 

Don’t know N/A N/A 
1 

(0.07) 

No answer N/A N/A 
3 

(0.21) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
 
 

Table 1.5 
Frequency Distribution for Current Region 

 

Current Region 

D. Model with Controls 
Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 
Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 
Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

South 
254 

(35.33) 

290 

(37.52) 

510 

(35.94) 

Non-South 
465 

(64.67) 

483 

(62.48) 

909 

(64.06) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
 
 

Table 1.6 
Frequency Distribution for Current Rural-Urban Residence 

 

Current Rural-Urban  

Residence 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419)

Rural 
114 

(15.86) 
130 

(16.82) 
178 

(12.54) 

Small city/town 
301 

(41.86) 

326 

(42.17) 

499 

(35.17) 

Urban 
304 

(42.28) 

317 

(41.01) 

530 

(37.35) 

No answer N/A N/A 
69 

(4.86) 

Missing N/A N/A 
143 

(10.08) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.7 
Frequency Distribution for Mother’s Years of Education 

 

Years of Education 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

0 
4 

(0.56) 
17 

(1.20) 

1 
0 

(0.00) 

0 

(0.00) 

2 
9 

(1.25) 

13 

(0.92) 

3 
11 

(1.53) 

19 

(1.34) 

4 
6 

(0.83) 

18 

(1.27) 

5 
6 

(0.83) 

12 

(0.85) 

6 
10 

(1.39) 
35 

(2.47) 

7 
10 

(1.39) 

19 

(1.34) 

8 
67 

(9.32) 

117 

(8.25) 

9 
24 

(3.34) 

41 

(2.89) 

10 
39 

(5.42) 

74 

(5.21) 

11 
27 

(3.76) 
43 

(3.03) 

12 
294 

(40.89) 

469 

(32.98) 

13 
26 

(3.62) 

38 

(2.68) 

14 
67 

(9.32) 

107 

(7.54) 

15 
13 

(1.81) 

23 

(1.62) 

16 
76 

(10.57) 

108 

(7.61) 

17 
4 

(0.56) 
8 

(0.56) 

18 
17 

(2.36) 

20 

(1.41) 

19 
2 

(0.28) 

2 

(0.14) 

20 
7 

(0.97) 

11 

 (0.78) 

Not 

applicable 
N/A 

71 

(5.00) 

Don’t know, 
no answer 

N/A 
155 

(10.93) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.8 
Frequency Distribution for Mother’s Educational Degree 

 

Educational 

Degrees 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

Less than high 
school 

251 
(32.47) 

440 
(31.01) 

High school 
380 

(49.16) 

596 

(42.00) 

Associate/Junior 

college 

37 

(4.79) 

57 

(4.02) 

Bachelors 
77 

(9.96) 

107 

(7.54) 

Graduate 
28 

(3.62) 

39 

(2.75) 

Not applicable N/A 
71 

(5.00) 

Don’t know N/A 
93 

(6.55) 

No answer N/A 
16 

(1.13) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.9 
Frequency Distribution for Father’s Years of Education 

 

Years of Education 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

0 
8 

(1.11) 
18 

(1.27) 

1 
0 

(0.00) 

2 

(0.14) 

2 
4 

(0.56) 

8 

(0.56) 

3 
17 

(2.36) 

18 

(1.27) 

4 
8 

(1.11) 

15 

(1.06) 

5 
9 

(1.25) 

19 

(1.34) 

6 
36 

(5.01) 
53 

(3.74) 

7 
 13 

(1.81) 

18 

(1.27) 

8 
 97 

(13.49) 

125 

(8.81) 

9 
21  

(2.92) 

30 

(2.11) 

10 
43  

(5.98) 

53 

(3.74) 

11 
20 

 (2.78) 
28 

(1.97) 

12 
222 

 (30.88) 

296 

(20.86) 

13 
30 

 (4.17) 

36 

(2.54) 

14 
49 

 (6.82) 

67 

(4.72) 

15 
11 

 (1.53) 

13 

(0.92) 

16 
77 

 (10.71) 

102 

(7.19) 

17 
7 

 (0.97) 
8 

(.56) 

18 
20 

(2.78) 

31 

(2.18) 

19 
5 

(0.70) 

7 

(0.49) 

20 
22 

 (3.06) 

30 

(2.11) 

Not 

applicable 

N/A 256 

(18.04) 

Don’t know, 
no answer 

N/A 186 
(13.11) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.10 
Frequency Distribution for Father’s Educational Degree 

 

Educational 

Degrees 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

Less than high 
school 

308 
(39.84) 

436 
(30.73) 

High school 
308 

(39.84) 

298 

(28.05) 

Associate/Junior 

college 

26 

(2.98) 

28 

(1.97) 

Bachelors 
84 

(10.87) 

113 

(7.96) 

Graduate 
50 

(6.47) 

70 

(4.93) 

Not applicable N/A 
256 

(18.04) 

Don’t know N/A 
95 

(6.69) 

No answer N/A 
23 

(1.62) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
 
 

Table 1.11 
Frequency Distribution for Currently Perceived Family Income Relative to Others 

 
Currently Perceived 

Family Income Relative to 

Others 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419)

Far below average 
34 

(4.73) 

39 

(5.05) 

88 

(6.20) 

Below average 
141 

(19.61) 

158 

(20.44) 

312 

(21.99) 

Average 
346 

(48.12) 
368 

(47.61) 
684 

(48.20) 

Above average 
168 

(23.37) 

177 

(22.90) 

277 

(19.52) 

Far above average 
30 

(4.17) 

31 

(4.01) 

44 

(3.10) 

Don’t know N/A N/A 
12 

(0.85) 

No answer N/A N/A 
2 

(0.14) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 1.12 
Frequency Distribution for Age 

 

Age 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419)

18-29 
141 

(19.61) 
139 

(17.98) 
251 

(17.69) 

30-39 
162 

(22.53) 

165 

(21.32) 

311 

(21.92) 

40-49 
160 

(22.25) 

173 

(22.38) 

306 

(21.56) 

50-49 
129 

(17.94) 

139 

(17.98) 

212 

(14.94) 

60-69 
64 

(8.90) 

70 

(9.06) 

152 

(10.71) 

70-79 
42 

(5.84) 

54 

(6.99) 

119 

(8.39) 

80-89 
21 

(2.92) 
33 

(4.27) 
66 

(4.65) 

No answer, don’t know N/A N/A 
2 

(0.14) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
 
 

Table 1.13 
Frequency Distribution for Sex 

 

Sex 

D. Model with Controls 

Predicting Years of 

Education (N= 719) 

D. Models with Controls 

Predicting Educational 

Degree (N=773) 

Full Sample Without List 

Wise Deletion (N= 1,419) 

Female 
389 

(54.10) 

426 

(55.11) 

797 

(56.17) 

Male 
330 

(45.90) 

347 

(44.89) 

622 

(43.83) 

Note: Table entries are: 1) frequency and 2) percent of the distribution. 
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Table 2.0 
 Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Years of Education 

 

Variable 
A. Conditions 

At 16 

B. Current 

Conditions 

C. Combined 

Model 

D. Model with 

Controls 

N 1,315 1,205 1,120 719 

Adjusted R2 0.042 0.044 0.057 0.242 

Model F 20.35** 19.51** 14.57** 23.86** 

Constant 12.87 12.11 12.00 6.43 

Black 

 

 

-0.15 

-1.13*** 

-0.15 

-0.16 

-1.30*** 

-0.15 

-0.17 

-1.29*** 

-0.15 

-0.07 

-0.63* 

-0.13 
 

Rural-Urban Residence at 
16 

 

 

0.12 
0.29*** 

0.11 

 
 

0.07 
0.16* 

0.10 

-0.01 
-0.02 

0.11 

 

Southern at 16 

 

 

-0.09 

-0.52*** 

-0.13 

 -0.14 

-0.83*** 

-0.13 

-0.08 

-0.44 

-0.09 

 

Current Rural-Urban 
Residence 

 

 

 0.16 
0.63*** 

0.13 

0.13 
0.52*** 

0.13 

0.13 
0.49*** 

0.17 

 

Southern Now 

 

 

 -0.04 

-0.24 

-0.07 

0.07 

0.40 

-0.07 

0.08 

0.46 

-0.02 

 

Mother’s Education 

 

   0.29 

0.23*** 
0.40 

 

Father’s Education 

 

   0.16 

0.11*** 

0.35 

 

Currently Perceived 

Family Income Relative 
to Others 

   0.19 

0.57*** 
0.30 

 

Age    0.10 

0.02*** 

-0.09 

Male 

 

   0.02 

0.11 

0.04 

Note: Table entries are 1) standardized beta coefficients, 2) unstandardized (metric) 

regression coefficients, 3) zero-order correlation with years of education.   

* indicates p<.05     ** indicates p<.01     *** indicates p<.005 
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Table 2.1 
 Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Years of Education for Estimation of 

Incremental F-tests 
 

Variable 
A. Conditions 

At 16 

B. Current 

Conditions 

C. Combined 

Model 

D. Model with 

Controls 

N 694 694 694 694 

Adjusted R2 0.034 0.055 0.063 0.247 

Model F 9.05** 14.52** 10.34** 23.78** 

Constant 13.38 12.30 12.18 6.34 

Black 

 

 

-0.14 

-1.29*** 

-0.14 

-0.17 

-1.53*** 

-0.14 

-0.16 

-1.45*** 

-0.14 

-0.08 

-0.73* 

-0.14 
 

Rural-Urban Residence at 
16 

 

 

0.12 
0.29*** 

0.11 

 
 

0.06 
0.14 

0.11 

-0.00 
-0.00 

0.11 

 

South at 16 

 

 

-0.05 

-0.29 

-0.09 

 -0.13 

-0.75* 

-0.09 

-0.08 

-0.46 

-0.09 

 

Current Rural-Urban 
Residence 

 

 0.20 
0.77*** 

0.18 

-0.18 
0.69*** 

0.18 

0.12 
0.47*** 

0.18 

South Now  -0.01 

-0.06 

-0.02 

0.09 

0.52 

-0.02 

0.09 

0.50* 

-0.02 

Mother’s Education    0.29 
0.23*** 

0.41 

Father’s Education    0.16 

0.11*** 

0.36 

Currently Perceived 

Family Income Relative 

to Others 

   0.19 

0.58*** 

0.30 

Age    0.10 

0.02*** 

-0.10 

Male 

 

   0.03 

0.14 

0.04 

Note: Table entries are 1) standardized beta coefficients, 2) unstandardized (metric) 
regression coefficients, 3) zero-order correlation with years of education.   

* indicates p<.05     ** indicates p<.01     *** indicates p<.005 
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 Table 2.2 
Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Educational Degree 

 

Variable 
A. Conditions 

At 16 

B. Current 

Conditions 

C. Combined 

Model 

D. Model with 

Controls 

N 1,312 1,200 1,116 773 

Adjusted R2 0.037 0.047 0.058 0.234 

Model F 17.68** 20.83** 14.59** 24.57** 

Constant 

 
1.31 0.93 0.90 -0.51 

Black 

 

 

-0.15 

-0.46*** 

-0.14 

-0.17 

-0.56*** 

-0.15 

-0.18 

-0.56*** 

-0.16 

-0.06 

-0.21* 

-0.12 
 

Rural-Urban Residence at 
16 

 

 

0.11 
0.11*** 

0.10 

 
 

0.05 
0.05 

0.08 

-0.01 
-0.01 

0.12 

 

South at 16 

 

 

-0.07 

-0.18*** 

-0.11 

 -0.13 

-0.33*** 

-0.11 

-0.09 

-0.22* 

-0.11 

 

Current Rural-Urban 
Residence 

 

 0.17 
0.27*** 

0.14 

0.15 
0.24*** 

0.14 

0.13 
0.21*** 

0.18 

 

South Now 

 

 

 -0.02 

-0.04 

-0.05 

0.09 

0.21 

-0.05 

0.07 

0.17 

-0.04 

 

Mother’s Degree 

 

   0.24 

0.27*** 
0.37 

 

Father’s Degree 

 

   0.18 

0.18*** 

0.35 

 

Currently Perceived 

Family Income Relative 
to Others 

   0.21 

0.28*** 
0.31 

Age 
 

 

   0.12 
0.01*** 

-0.05 

Male 
 

 

   0.03 
0.08 

0.06 

Note: Table entries are 1) standardized beta coefficients, 2) unstandardized (metric) 

regression coefficients, 3) zero-order correlation with years of education.   

* indicates p<.05     ** indicates p<.01     *** indicates p<.005 
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Table 2.3 
Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Educational Degree for Estimation of 

Incremental F-tests 
 

Variable 
A. Conditions 

At 16 

B. Current 

Conditions 

C. Combined 

Model 

D. Model with 

Controls 

N 694 694 694 694 

Adjusted R2 0.022 0.049 0.055 0.214 

Model F 6.08** 12.92** 9.13** 19.86** 

Constant 

 
1.50 0.99 0.97 -0.56 

Black 

 

 

-0.12 

-0.47*** 

-0.12 

-0.15 

-0.58*** 

-0.12 

-0.14 

-0.54*** 

-0.12 

-0.07 

-0.26* 

-0.12 

Rural-Urban  

Residence at 16 

 

0.10 

0.10*** 

0.09 

 

 

0.04 

0.04 

0.09 

-0.02 

-0.03 

0.09 

South at 16 -0.04 

-0.09 

-0.07 

 -0.13 

-0.34** 

-0.07 

-0.09 

-0.23* 

-0.07 

Current Rural-Urban  

Residence 

 0.20 

0.33*** 

0.18 

0.19 

0.30*** 

0.18 

0.15 

0.24*** 

0.18 

South Now  0.01 

0.03 

0.01 

0.12 

0.29* 

0.01 

0.10 

0.25* 

0.01 

Mother’s Degree    0.23 

0.26*** 

0.33 

Father’s Degree    0.17 

0.16*** 

0.31 

Currently Perceived 

Family Income Relative 

to Others 

   0.20 

0.27*** 

0.29 

Age 

 

 

   0.15 

0.01*** 

-0.01 

Male 

 

 

   0.02 

0.04 

0.03 

Note: Table entries are 1) standardized beta coefficients, 2) unstandardized (metric) 

regression coefficients, 3) zero-order correlation with years of education.   

* indicates p<.05     ** indicates p<.01     *** indicates p<.005 
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Table 2.4 
Summary Table of Differences in Statistical Significance Between the “Years of Education” 

and “Educational Degree” Models 
 

Slope Coefficients and Significance Levels 

Years of Education Models Educational Degree Models 

 

A. 
Conditions 

at 16 

B. 
Current 

Conditions 

C. 
Combined 

Model 

D. 
Model 

with 

Controls 

A. 
Conditions 

at 16 

B. 
 Current 

Conditions 

C. 
Combined 

Model 

D. 
 Model 

with 

Controls 

Sample Size 1,315 1,205 1,120 719 1,312 1,200 1,116 773 

Adjusted R2 0.042 0.044 0.057 0.242 0.037 0.047 0.058 0.234 

Black -1.13*** -1.30*** -1.29*** -0.63* -0.46*** -0.56*** -0.56*** -0.21* 

Rural-Urban  

Residence at 

16 

0.29***  0.16* -0.02 0.11***  0.05 -0.01 

South at 16 -0.52***  -0.83*** -0.44 -0.18***  -0.33*** -0.22* 

Current 

Rural-Urban 

Residence 

 0.63*** 0.52*** 0.49***  0.27*** 0.24*** 0.21*** 

South Now  -0.24 0.40 0.46  -0.04 0.21 0.17 

Mother’s 

Education/ 

Degree 

   0.23***    0.27*** 

Father’s 

Education/ 

Degree 

   0.11***    0.18*** 

Currently 

Perceived 

Family 

Income 

Relative to 
Others 

   0.57***    0.28*** 

Age    0.02***    0.01*** 

Male    0.11    0.08 

 

Note: Differences in the statistical significance of slope coefficients between the two models 
are in a larger font and bolded.   * indicates p<.05   ** indicates p<.01   *** indicates p<.005 
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Table 2.5 
 Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Years of Education for Models with 

Alternative Coding for Region at 16 (South) and Current Region (South Now) 
 

Variable 
A. Conditions 

At 16 

B. Current 

Conditions 

C. Combined 

Model 

D. Model with 

Controls 

N 1,315 1,205 1,120 719 

Adjusted R2 0.041 0.050 0.059 0.241 

Model F 19.87** 22.00** 14.97** 23.83** 

Constant 12.79 12.19 12.06 6.51 

Black 

 

 

-0.15 

-1.19*** 

-0.15 

-0.16 

-1.28*** 

-0.15 

-0.17 

-1.33*** 

-0.15 

-0.07 

-0.64* 

-0.13 
 

Rural-Urban Residence at 
16 

 

 

0.11 
0.28*** 

0.11 

 
 

0.06 
0.15* 

0.10 

-0.02 
-0.04 

0.11 

 

South at 16 

 

 

-0.08 

-0.82*** 

-0.11 

 -0.12 

-1.18* 

-0.15 

-0.09 

-0.92 

-0.11 

 

Current Rural-Urban 
Residence 

 

 

 0.15 
0.59*** 

0.13 

0.12 
0.50*** 

0.13 

0.13 
0.49*** 

0.17 

 

South Now 

 

 

 -0.09 

-0.90*** 

-0.12 

0.01 

0.14 

-0.12 

0.06 

0.57 

-0.09 

 

Mother’s Education 

 

   0.28 

0.23*** 
0.40 

 

Father’s Education 

 

   0.16 

0.11*** 

0.35 

 

Currently Perceived 

Family Income Relative 
to Others 

   0.19 

0.58*** 
0.30 

 

Age    0.10 

0.02*** 

-0.09 

Male 

 

   0.02 

0.10 

0.04 

Note: Table entries are 1) standardized beta coefficients, 2) unstandardized (metric) 

regression coefficients, 3) zero-order correlation with years of education.   

* indicates p<.05     ** indicates p<.01     *** indicates p<.005 
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Table 2.6 
Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Predicting Educational Degree for Models with 

Alternative Coding for Region at 16 (South) and Current Region (South Now) 
 

Variable 
A. Conditions 

At 16 

B. Current 

Conditions 

C. Combined 

Model 

D. Model with 

Controls 

N 1,312 1,200 1,116 773 

Adjusted R2 0.037 0.054 0.059 0.233 

Model F 17.89** 23.57** 15.05** 24.46** 

Constant 1.29 0.98 0.94 -0.48 

Black 

 

-0.15 

-0.48*** 

-0.14 

-0.17 

-0.54*** 

-0.15 

-0.18 

-0.57*** 

-0.16 

-0.06 

-0.22* 

-0.12 

 

Rural-Urban Residence at 

16 

0.10 

0.10*** 

0.10 

 

 

0.04 

0.04 

0.08 

-0.01 

-0.01 

0.12 
 

South at 16 -0.08 
-0.32*** 

-0.11 

 -0.11 
-0.43* 

-0.14 

-0.06 
-0.25 

-0.14 

Current Rural-Urban 
Residence 

 0.16 
0.26*** 

0.14 

0.14 
0.23*** 

0.14 

0.12 
0.20*** 

0.18 

South Now  -0.08 
-0.35*** 

-0.11 

0.01 
0.04 

-0.12 

0.01 
0.05 

-0.12 

Mother’s Degree 
 

   0.23 
0.26*** 

0.37 

 

Father’s Degree    0.19 

0.18*** 

0.35 

 

Currently Perceived 
Family Income Relative 

to Others 

   0.21 
0.28*** 

0.31 

Age    0.12 

0.01*** 

-0.05 

Male    0.03 

0.06 

0.06 

Note: Table entries are 1) standardized beta coefficients, 2) unstandardized (metric) 
regression coefficients, 3) zero-order correlation with years of education.   

* indicates p<.05     ** indicates p<.01     *** indicates p<.005 


