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Abstract

Assessments that follow students after high school are rare. This longitudinal study used census data from two cohorts of students (n=2338) one and five years after graduation. Participants were drawn from a racially and socially diverse county where ten public school districts have been shaped by de facto segregation. The study examined the relationship between the curricular track students followed during high school (college-prep, career-tech/vocational, general studies) and two postsecondary outcomes, educational attainment and financial independence. Results showed a relationship between high school curricular track followed and some postsecondary outcomes. Results dissagregated by class and race showed a pattern of both curricular tracking and postsecondary outcomes reflective of the type of demographic community from which participants had graduated. 
Curricular Tracking and Outcomes Beyond Graduation

Social critic Jonathan Kozol (2005) claimed recently that the disparities in educational opportunities in this county amount to “apartheid schooling.” One controversial traditional structure of American secondary schools that may reflect and exacerbate inequities is the academic organization of schools into curricular programs of study or “tracks” that seem to launch students on one of three trajectories following graduation: toward college and a profession, into a skilled trade that often requires some postsecondary training, or toward “generic” unskilled work. 

Social scientists and critics have theorized that schools within industrial nations not only reflect but also perpetuate social class differences (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Lucas, 2001)  largely established through a “clear hierarchy of occupational levels” with “professionals and managers at the top” and “unskilled laborers at the bottom” (Kerckoff, 2000, p. 453). Following this line of thought, workers who perform those unskilled jobs “at the bottom” of the occupational hierarchy mirror the students who populate the lowest curricular tracks in American high schools. In fact, the notion that the educational system serves as “society’s ‘sorting machine’” (Kerkhoff, 2000, p. 453) and perpetuates social inequities is the very reason many educators and scholars continue to challenge the persistent practice of curricular tracking.   

  While much education and social research in the past has focused on the personal characteristics and social background of individual students as key factors affecting educational outcomes and attainment, researchers in recent years have begun to examine and more fully understand how school structures and educators themselves contribute to students’ success or failure. Certain factors entirely within the school’s control may assist—or impede—students’ academic achievement during school and their successful transitions into adulthood. 

Evidence suggests that one of those factors is the system of curricular differentiation within traditional American high schools that all too often disproportionately consigns poor and minority students to the lowest track (Lee & Burkham, 2003; Mickelson, 2003; Brantlinger, 2003).  According to Mickelson (2003),

the courses and tracks into which students are placed (a process in which counselors, teachers, and administrators continue to be influential) exert a powerful effect on opportunities to learn in high school. At this point in students’ educational careers, stratified opportunities to learn within high school become gateways to the stratified outcomes that follow secondary school (p. 1074).

Assessments that follow students after high school and examine outcomes beyond graduation are rare; traditionally, educators hand graduates their diplomas and hope for the best. Ultimate outcomes of the educational system that have long-term impact on both the social and economic health of the nation are generalized through such measures as enrollment rates in postsecondary institutions, welfare rolls, and crime rates. 

This paper presents results of a census of two cohorts of high school graduates (Class of 2002 and Class of 1998) from ten diverse school districts within one county in a Midwestern state one and five years after their graduation.  The purpose of this non-experimental longitudinal study was to examine the relationship between the curriculum students had followed during high school (college-prep, career-tech/vocational, general studies) and two outcomes commonly associated with a successful transition into adulthood in this society, the acquisition of postsecondary education or training (human capital) and financial stability and independence (financial capital) (Coleman, Campbell, Hobson, McPartland, Mood, Weinfeld, & York, 1966; Coleman 1988; Dornbusch, Glasgow, & Lin, 1996; Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1997). Prompted by the charge that high schools serve as “the Great American Sorting Machine” (National Commission on the High School Senior Year, 2001, p. 28) the researcher also examined the relationship between social-class and race-based outcomes and the curricular track graduates had followed.

Methods
Participants


This study reports on results of a census conducted in 2003 of two cohorts of graduates (Class of 1998, N=2086; Class of 2002, N=2704) from twelve high schools within one diverse county in a Midwestern state one year and five years after their graduation, respectively. In all, 2338 high school graduates participated in the census. The 869 participants from the Class of 1998 represent 41% of the total population of graduates (N= 2086) in the county that year. Fifty-four percent (n=1469) of the graduates from the Class of 2002 (N=2704) participated in the census. For both groups of graduates, female respondents were slightly overrepresented, and minority respondents were somewhat underrepresented, as compared with the entire population of graduates. Despite lower than desired response rates for the Class of 1998 generally, and some demographic groups in particular, data provided important insights into the postsecondary outcomes of nearly 2500 graduates from this highly diverse county.

Research Setting

The graduates were drawn from the ten independent school districts within the county, and from 12 comprehensive high schools. The county in which the study was conducted is socially and racially diverse, and as a result of decades of de facto segregation, ten distinct communities have evolved, each served by its own local school district. In turn, those districts each have a unique identity. For the purposes of this study, racial diversity, free and reduced lunch counts, and high school size as defined by student enrollment were used to identify four “demographic clusters” of school districts within the county: 1) three small homogeneous rural districts; 2) three racially diverse urban districts; 3) three homogeneous suburban districts; and 4) one ethnically diverse university city-center. Summary data used to determined demographic clusters is presented in Table 1.

Three small, rural, and homogenous districts on the outskirts of the county are built around small villages or township centers with much land traditionally devoted to agriculture. Each of these three districts has only one elementary, middle, and high school which all students attend. In a survey of exiting seniors conducted for the Class of 2002, 91% of seniors from these high schools identified themselves as white and in two of the schools, there were no African American graduates. High school enrollment for the three schools averaged 529.

Three contiguous districts on the east side of the county are urban and blue collar. The automotive industry is a major employer in these communities and there is a strong labor union presence. Although not the largest high schools in the county, these schools have both the highest percentage of African American students and the highest poverty rates in the county, as measured by percent of free and reduced lunch students. Based on senior exit survey data from 2002, graduates from these high schools were 33% African American and 54% white and high school enrollment averaged 1145. 

Table 1

Study districts arranged in “demographic clusters” based on race, SES, and school size.

	Demographic Indicators
	Small, Homogeneous Rural Districts

(n=3)
	Racially Diverse Urban Districts

(n=3)
	Affluent, Homogenous Suburban Districts

(n=3)
	Ethnically Diverse University City- Center District

(n=1)

	High School Enrollment


	529
	1145
	1283
	1669

	% of African American Seniors (2002)


	2.3
	33
	.33
	12.3

	Economically Disadvantaged (% federal lunch high school students)  
	14
	37
	5.3
	9.6


NOTE: High school enrollment and federal lunch data as reported by Standard and Poors (2002) (www.schoolmatters.com/app/search). Percent African American students as reported in 2002 county senior exit survey.

On the west side of the county, three districts, each organized around a thriving village center, are affluent and suburban. Each of these expensive bedroom communities has a new high school where, on average, 93% of the graduates in 2002 were white, and African American enrollment averaged .33%. Two of the high schools reported no African American students. The average high school enrollment in this demographic cluster was 1283.

Between the urban east and suburban west communities of the county lies the largest community and school district in the study, home to a major research university and several private colleges. Major employers within the district boundaries are the higher education systems, including a research hospital system, as well as several high tech companies and the national headquarters for a major pharmaceutical company.  This diverse international community and the population of its three comprehensive high schools reflects that diversity. In 2002, 63% of seniors identified themselves as white, 12% African American, and 25% other races or ethnicities. Average enrollment in the three high schools was 1669, though the high schools ranged in size from 453 in its comprehensive alternative high school to 2864 in its largest high school.

Because of its varied demographic, social, and economic make-up, and the way in which those differences are reflected in local school district configurations, this Midwestern county provides a convenient and fascinating venue for educational research. 

Instruments

Data for the study were derived from a survey instrument used to conduct a  census of graduates (described above) commissioned by the county’s educational service agency and conducted by an independent research firm experienced in longitudinal survey research. The census instrument was designed by research staff from the educational service agency in collaboration with staff from the independent research firm. The 22 item survey instrument asked students to reflect on their high school experience and also to report on outcomes after graduation specifically related to their postsecondary education and training, and financial stability and independence.

Procedures

The census was conducted in 2003 for all county graduates from the Classes of 2002 and 1998 who had, at that point, been out of high school just over one and five years, respectively. The regional service agency hired an independent research firm familiar with complex longitudinal studies to assist in the development of the census instrument and to conduct the census using multiple mail and telephone contacts. The research firm attempted to locate more than 2000 public high school graduates from the Class of 1998 and 2700 graduates from the class of Class of 2002. 

The process for conducting the census began in May 2003 and was completed in December 2003. In May and June 2003, the regional service agency staff collected the names, addresses, and phone numbers of all members of the graduating classes of 1998 and 2002 from each of the twelve study high schools, and provided it to the research firm. Updated address information for each graduate was verified by the research firm through a National Change of Address (NCOA) vendor, and all available cases from both classes were included in the census. Although all contacts with participants were made by the research firm staff, the survey instrument and accompanying letters graduates received were customized with the appropriate local high school logo and the signature of the current high school principal. 


The research firm employed both mail and telephone contacts, including follow-up phone calls to non-responders. The survey process included: 1) mailing of pre-notification letters to all participants three to seven days prior to first mailing of survey packets; 2) mailing of survey packet that included cover letter, questionnaire, and postage-paid return envelope; 3) mailing of reminder post card to non-responders four to ten days after first mailing of survey packets; 4) mailing of second survey packet to non-responders four weeks after initial questionnaire mailing; 5) telephone follow-up to non-responders two weeks after second questionnaire mailing (minimum six callback attempts.) In all, 869 graduates from the Class of 1998 (41%) and 1469 graduates from the Class of 2002 (54%) were located and participated in the census. 

The researcher identified specific responses from the survey instrument designed to measures two indicators of a successful transition from high school into the world beyond: 1) postsecondary enrollment and completion rates, and 2) indicators of financial independence derived from the follow-up survey that included annual salary, benefits, and residential status. Results related to these postsecondary variables were then correlated with curricular program of study followed during high school, as reported by respondents, to determine strength and direction of relationships, if any.

The researcher also used data from an exit survey of all graduating seniors in the county conducted annually by the regional service agency since 1999. Class of 2002 survey results were made available to the researcher.

Results

Postsecondary Enrollment and Completion Rates

Nationally, “nearly three quarters of all high school graduates enroll in postsecondary education within a year or two of graduation” (NCHSSY, 2001, p. 22). For respondents from the Class of 2002, the reported enrollment rate was higher, 89.7%, with nearly 80% of respondents attending full-time and 66% attending four-year colleges or universities. That rate of enrollment is consistent with seven years of data from the annual county senior exit survey; each year 90% of this county’s graduates indicate on the survey that they do intend to enroll in some type of postsecondary education. For the class of 2002, only 93 of 1469 respondents from this class (6.3%) did not continue their education within a year after graduation. Ninety-four percent of respondents from the Class of 1998 reported they had continued their educations beyond high school.

Though most American high school graduates enroll in a postsecondary program, fewer than half ever earn a degree or education credential beyond a high school diploma (Rosenbaum & Jones, 2000). Survey results from the 41% of graduates from the Class of 1998 who participated in the census (n=863) five years following their graduation indicated a much higher completion rate than  national, state, and local rates, based on 2000 U. S. Census data. That comparison is presented in Table 2. 
Table 2

Degree Completion Rates (% of Population) for Class of 1998 Respondents Compared to County, State, and National Rates (25+ Years of Age)

	Degree Earned
	1998 Respondents

(n=863)
	Study County


	Study State
	USA

	Associate’s

Degree


	7.9
	6.0
	7.0
	6.3

	Bachelor’s

Degree


	54.6
	24.3
	13.7
	15.5

	BA +


	---
	48.1
	21.8
	24.4


U.S. Census Bureau www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/p23-210.pdf.
Although the researcher acknowledges a bias in the sample toward those who may feel more successful in their transitions from high school and proud of this level of achievement, the comparison may help to explain the higher than average enrollment and completion rates among the graduates who participated in the census. Based on U. S. census data (2000) the baccalaureate degree completion rate for residents of this county is nearly 10% higher than the national average and more than twice as high for postgraduate degrees. Because education-level of the parent has been linked with educational attainment of the student (Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1997; Kerkhoff, 2000; Pallas, 2000), a high rate of postsecondary attendance and completion for graduates from this county should not be surprising. 
Postsecondary Enrollment and Completion Rates: A Closer Look 

When examined collectively, respondents from both graduating classes appear to be highly successful in their pursuit of the “human capital” they will need in the increasingly complex world of work they will encounter after high school.  But a  disaggregation of the follow-up survey results for both classes by districts arranged in the demographic clusters described above reveals a fairly uneven distribution of that success. For the class of 2002, as might be expected, reported enrollment rates in four-year colleges or universities from the university city-center high schools (76.5%) were higher than both the county average of 66.4% and all other demographic clusters (suburban= 67.9%, rural= 48.8%, urban= 46.1%,). By far, the highest rate of enrollment in vocational-technical programs was reported in the urban blue-collar region (8%), as compared to the county average of 3%, or among university city-center (2%), rural (1%) or suburban (3%) respondents. 
The highest percentage of respondents from the class of 2002 who did not enroll in any kind of postsecondary program came from the rural high schools (30.1%), followed by respondents from the urban  (26.9%) and suburban (25.1%) high schools.  The smallest percentage of non-attending respondents (17.2%) came from the university city-center high schools.
An analysis of the postsecondary completion rates for the class of 1998 by demographic clusters, presented in Table 3, is similar to the enrollment pattern for the class of 2002 presented above; respondents from the university city-center and affluent suburban high schools are much more likely to enroll in and complete a postsecondary degree than their counterparts from the rural and urban schools. Conversely, respondents from the rural and urban high schools are two to three times more likely to enroll in a two year college or a technical program.

Table 3
Class of 1998, Regional Postsecondary Completion Rates by Percentage (n=863)

	Post-

Secondary Educational Program


	University city-center
	Suburban
	Rural
	Urban, Blue Collar

	Vocational- Technical


	2.9
	6.1
	5.6
	7.2

	Two-year College


	5.3
	4.3
	11.1
	16.2

	Four-year College


	66.5
	59.4
	38.9
	31.7

	Total
	74.7
	69.8
	55.6
	55.1


Although the reported degree completion rates are higher for all demographic clusters in the study than they are for the state and nation (see Table 2), the within-county differences revealed through demographic analysis by district suggest differential outcomes for graduates that depended largely on where they lived and attended school. It seems important to remember that the public school districts in this county are often separated only by an invisible school district boundary or a ten minute drive down the interstate.

Financial “Success:” Salaries, Benefits, and Residential Status

The majority of respondents from the Class of 2002 were enrolled in some type of higher education within eighteen months of their graduation, though 53% of those college-attending respondents reported they were working either full or part-time. 

Of the 93 respondents from the class of 2002 who did not continue their educations, 60.2% reported they were working full time, 22.6% reported part-time employment, and 17% did not indicate either full or part-time employment.  Sixty-two percent of those respondents who indicated they had a full or part-time job indicated their job provided benefits and 64% of all respondents in this subgroup indicated they were still living at home with a parent. Males comprised nearly 70% of this subgroup.

Nearly 60% of the respondents from the class of 1998 reported they were employed full-time five years after their graduation from high school. Of those who reported their wages, most were earning between $20,000 and $40,000 annually, and 70.5% indicated their job provided benefits. 

On several financial indicators, respondents who had attended or completed some type of postsecondary education were already more financially successful than those who had not, suggesting that the earning gap between high school and college graduates that has been growing since the 1970s (Pallas, 2000) becomes evident even within five years of high school graduation. Both full- and part-time employment rates were higher among college-attenders than non-attenders, as were benefit rates. The unemployment rate for the subgroup of respondents who had not continued their education was more than 3.6% higher than those who had. 


Interestingly, the percentage of respondents still residing with a parent or guardian was nearly identical for both groups (attenders 25.7%, nonattenders 25.5%), a sign that financial independence continued to challenge many respondents even five years after graduation. The exception seemed to be a subgroup of respondents who had not pursued any kind of postsecondary education but who reported a rate of home-ownership more than twice as high as reported home-ownership among college attenders. Clearly, there was a subgroup of respondents for whom the pursuit of financial capital and financial independence, including home ownership, was the highest priority.

Financial “Success”: A Closer Look


As was the case with postsecondary enrollment and completion data for these two cohorts of graduates, an analysis of results by demographic clusters presents a different picture of the outcomes than the county aggregate. For example, an analysis of employment status showed very similar rates of full-time employment among respondents from university city-center, the suburban, and the rural high schools, averaging 69%. However, the reported full-time employment rate was more than 20% lower for graduates from the blue-collar urban high schools, which also represent the poorest and most racially diverse communities in the county. Unemployment rates were strikingly different among respondents from several of the demographic clusters, with the lowest reported rate among rural graduates (2.0%), and the highest reported rate among blue-collar urban graduates (28.4%). The reported unemployment rate among university city-center and suburban graduates was most similar at 8.6% and 7.0%, respectively.
Differences in reported salaries by demographic cluster, summarized in Table 4 are also revealing. Salaries reported by graduates from University city-center and the suburban high schools are higher than those reported from either the rural and urban blue-collar demographic clusters. Reported salaries above $50,000 were more than twice as common in the university city-center or suburban demographic clusters than in the rural or urban blue-collar demographic clusters. Conversely, reported salaries below $20,000 were more common in the rural and urban blue-collar demographic clusters than in either university city-center or the suburban demographic clusters.
Table 4
Class of 1998: Salary Ranges (by %) Reported by Demographic Cluster (n=628)

	Salary Range
	University city-center

n=258
	Suburban

n= 153
	Rural

n=88
	Urban,

Blue- Collar

n=129

	( $20,000


	16.7
	12.4
	20.5
	20.2

	$20,000 – 

$29,999


	29.5
	29.4
	38.6
	44.2

	$30,000 –

$39,999


	21.3
	18.3
	23.9
	16.3

	$40,000 – 

$49,999


	13.2
	14.4
	6.8
	10.1

	( $50,000
	19.4
	25.5
	10.2
	9.3


Differences in residential status were also apparent in an analysis of responses by demographic cluster, summarized in Table 5 Across all demographic clusters, as might be expected within five years of graduation, the greatest percentage of graduates reported living in a rented home or apartment, either alone or with someone else, though that percentage was notably higher among university city-center graduates than all other graduates. 
Table 5
Class of 1998: Residential Status (by %) Reported by Region (n=850)

	Region
	% Living with Parent
	% in College Residence
	% Renting alone or w/other(s)
	% Home-owner

	University city-center

n=366


	21.0
	4.4
	70.5
	4.1

	Suburban

n=210


	25.7
	3.8
	54.7
	15.2

	Rural

n=108


	27.8
	0.9
	50.9
	20.4

	Urban Blue- collar

n=166
	36.5
	0.6
	42.8
	20.5


Respondents from the urban blue-collar region reported more often than graduates from other demographic clusters that they continued to live at home with a parent or guardian, perhaps a correlate to the very high rate of unemployment and lower wages noted above. Rates of home ownership were almost identical for respondents from the rural and the urban blue-collar demographic clusters, and as much as five times higher than home ownership among university city-center graduates, a fairly clear indication of the differing paths each of these subgroups took after graduation. (See also Tables 3 
and 4).  

High School Track as Trajectory Toward Adult Futures

The fact that three traditional “tracks” or curricular options persist within most public high schools is well understood; students tend to follow a college preparatory, career and technical (formerly “vocational”), or general studies program of study. The tracks suggest a hierarchy that mirrors the larger social stratification of the nation. The current emphasis on high stakes test results, made public in local papers, may be drawing increased attention to the practice—or at least to the students who usually occupy that lowest track. But beyond the test scores reported while students are still in school lies the more important question: what may be the long-term implications for students consigned to each of the three tracks as they make the transition into adulthood, both for them and for the nation?

  Certainly the degree of stratification within the American system of education is relatively low when compared to many European nations. Though practices differ from school to school, in general curricular programming in America is much less rigid and the curriculum across the three common programs of study in the American high school is often similar. Students from any program of study can, potentially and theoretically, move from one program to another and be admitted to college after completing high school, regardless of which one of the curricular options they followed. 

Regardless of the apparent “fluidity” of the academic structure, students in American high schools seem able to identify which “track” they are following, and self-identification has been validated in other research studies (Gamoran, 1992). According to the National Commission on the High School Senior Year (2001) 43% of seniors surveyed indicated they were following a demanding college preparatory curriculum, 12% followed a vocational curriculum, and 45% were following a general studies curriculum. The graduates from the classes of 2002 and 1998 who participated in this census were asked to indicate the program of study they had followed during high school.  Census results, presented in Table 6, show a surprising consistency between the two cohorts.

Table 6
Comparison of Response Rates for Class of 2002 and Class of 1998 by Percent (%) for Reported Program Followed During High School

	Reported Program Followed
	Class of 2002

(n= 1469)
	Class of 1998

(n=863)

	General Studies
	37.8
	37.1

	Career-Technical
	5.4
	5.2

	College Preparatory
	54.7

	56.8


NOTE: Results do not equal 100% because of nonresponse on this survey item.

Once again, a disaggregation of responses by demographic clusters, presented in Table  7, reveals marked differences across the county that directly mirror the patterns observed in the regional analyses for postsecondary enrollment and completion, and indicators of financial success (see Tables 1-3).  For the class of 2002, for example, far fewer graduates from University city-center and the suburban cluster of high schools reported they had followed a general studies curriculum than respondents from the urban and rural clusters. Fewer than half of respondents from the rural and urban clusters reported they had followed a college preparatory curriculum, and response rates for those two demographic clusters were nearly identical and more than a dozen percentage points below the rate reported by University city-center respondents. 
Table 7
Class of 2002: Comparison by Demographic Cluster of Curricular Program Followed During High School by % of Individual Respondents (n=1437)

	Region
	College-Prep


	Career-

Technical
	General

Studies

	University City-center


	62.4
	2.9
	34.7

	Suburban


	52.5
	7.6
	39.8

	Rural


	49.0
	5.8
	45.2

	Urban Blue-collar


	49.3
	8.0
	42.7

	% of Total 


	55.9
	5.5
	38.6


Relationships between reported curricular program of study and postsecondary enrollment patterns were tested and, for both classes, the relationship was significant (p≤.01) though not strong. Respondents who reported following a college preparatory curriculum were more likely to attend a four-year college or university and less likely to attend a career-technical school or a community college. This trend has been well-documented (Lee & Frank, 1990; Dornbusch et al., 1996; Richardson, 2000; NCHSSY, 2001). 
Enrollment patterns matter as predictors of future accomplishments. For example, community college enrollees are much less likely to complete a degree or postsecondary program than are enrollees in four-year colleges (Lee & Frank, 1990). Community college enrollees who do complete a program were found to have planned for college early in their high school careers and to share the same characteristics of students who immediately enter a four-year college; one of those characteristics is “better academic preparation” (Lee & Frank, 1990, p. 190.) Students who follow a college preparatory curriculum are more likely to complete a four-year college degree than their counterparts who follow a career-tech or general studies curriculum (Lee & Frank, 1990; Dornbusch et al, 1996; Richardson, 2000; NCHSSY, 2001). The data in Table 5 suggests that graduates from the rural and urban high schools will be less likely to complete a four-year degree than their counterparts from university city-center or the suburban high schools. 
In fact, when enrollment and completion rates for respondents from the class of 1998 were examined by demographic clusters (see Table 3), that is the case, with the lowest rates reported from the urban blue-collar region. This is especially troubling, given the high percentage of poor and minority students in that region. The overrepresentation and misassignment of poor and minority students to lower tracks based, in part, on racial discrimination (Mickelson, 2003) as well as the “microeconomic decisions made by teachers” that influence students’ decisions to follow a particular curriculum (Richardson, 2000, p. 312) has been well documented.
The relationship between curricular program followed during high school and several indicators of financial success was also examined.  Indicators included work status, job benefits, salary, and residential status. Although no statistically significant relationship was found between curricular program followed during high school and indicators of financial success for respondents from the class of 1998, data on post-secondary completion rates (Table 3) and salary (Table 4), as well as other research indicates that the earning power of graduates who complete a college degree, over time, will be much greater than respondents who do not (Lee & Frank, 1990). Census data (2000) indicates that the earning differential between a high school and a college graduate is nearly $20,000. The relationship is indirect; the curricular program followed during high school affects graduates’ potential to acquire additional education and training, which, in turn, impacts their capacity for greater financial stability and independence in the future.

An additional analysis of indicators of financial success was conducted for the 93 non-attending, work-bound respondents from the Class of 2002. A relationship between reported curricular program followed and financial indicators was significant in two areas: job benefits (rs=.33, p≤.01) and residential status (rs=.43, p≤.01).  Although rates of job benefits for college prep and general studies graduates were very similar, averaging 57%, all graduates (n=14) who reported they had followed a career and technical program during high school also reported that their jobs provided benefits. For residential status, 76.9% (n=40) of respondents who reported they had followed a general studies curriculum also reported they were still living at home with their parents 16 to 18 months following graduation, compared to 26.7% of college-prep students and 60% of career and technical students.
Discussion
Although no effort was made to generalize results of this study to all graduates of America’s high schools, an analysis of outcomes beyond graduation for these 2300 high school graduates adds to the growing concern about the differential learning opportunities of American students both within a given school and across communities. If the curricular track students find themselves in during high school—or earlier—truly does launch them on a trajectory toward their future, and if the current reality of the workplace does, indeed, require of all citizens at least some postsecondary training, what then is the fate of students either consigned to a general studies track within a school or enrolled in a school where many—even most—students may not be perceived by adults as “college bound”?  What explains the differences in patterns of postsecondary outcomes for graduates from school districts within the same county divided often by only a few miles? 
Critics of the curricular structure in America’s high schools, no matter how “open” it may seem when compared to European nations, raise several concerns. The evidence that the pervasive system of curricular tracking in America’s high schools undermines equitable access to a quality education for every student has been accumulating for decades. The impact of curricular tracking practices on students was raised as long ago as 1930 by Miller and Otto, by Goodlad in 1960, and Oakes in 1985. Hallinan (2000) summarized some of the concerns regarding the negative impact of curricular tracking shared by many educators:

. . . the organization of students for instruction, the content of the curriculum, students’ access to the curriculum, and informal and social processes within a school limit access to learning. Differential learning opportunities perpetuate societal inequities. If students’ background characteristics limit their educational opportunities, then schooling perpetuates societal inequities and violates principles of social justice (p. 7).

This study seems to bear out these concerns. The analysis of the census data by district demographic clusters reveals differences in postsecondary outcomes based primarily on social class, but also on race. For example, the highest percentage of 2002 graduates who did not continue their educations (30.1%) came from the homogeneous, white rural high schools where only 58% of the cohort reported as seniors they planned to enroll in a four year college. In contrast, the lowest percentage of non-attenders (17.2%) came from the university city-center high schools whose graduates, though much more racially diverse, indicated at a rate of 81% their intention as seniors to enroll in a four year college within two years. 

Postsecondary enrollment and completion rates for both cohorts of respondents disaggregated by demographic clusters also suggest that social class expectations, rather than race and ethnicity, were key variables in postsecondary outcomes. Although the education-level of the parent has been linked with educational attainment of the student (Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1997; Kerkhoff, 2000; Pallas, 2000), it is not only the expectations and values of parents that may influence the aspirations of students. In this study, educators employed in the university city-center high schools served families from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, but where, according to the 2002 cohort of graduates, 55% of their parents not only held a bachelor degree, but also had earned graduate credits or a graduate degree. Conversely, educators in both the white, rural and racially diverse urban districts served families where far fewer parents had earned even a bachelor degree (16.7% for rural, 15% for urban) and where the likelihood that parents had dropped out of high school was four times greater in the rural districts and nine times greater in the urban district than in the more affluent districts. 
Four-year college enrollment (67.9%) and completion (59.4%) rates for respondents from the suburban high schools were fully 20% higher than enrollment (48.8%) and completion (38.9%) rates for rural high school graduates, even though the racial make-up of those demographic clusters is almost identical. The poverty rate, as measured by enrollment in the federal lunch program, was three times higher in the rural cluster than in the suburban cluster. Graduates from the racially and ethnically diverse university city-center high schools had, by far, the highest percentage of four-year college enrollment (76.5%) and completion (66.5%), and reported the second lowest rate of enrollment in the federal lunch program among the four demographic clusters.
Although both enrollment (46.1%) and completion (31.7%) rates in four-year colleges were lowest for graduates from the urban, blue-collar cluster, they were most similar to graduates from the rural cluster (48.8% and 38.9%, respectively), though the racial make-up of those high schools is markedly different. The poverty rates among the urban and rural clusters were the highest in the county. 

These findings echo the research of Lee and Frank (1990) who found that “being a minority student, per se, is not a hindrance to persistence in higher education.” They suggested instead that persistence in higher education is “strongly and positively related” to social class (p. 191). A demographic cluster analysis of financial indicators supported this view, though race seems highly connected to levels of poverty. For the class of 1998, full-time employment rates for rural graduates five years after graduation were nearly identical to full-time employment rates for both university city-center and suburban high school graduates (averaging 69%). But the range in unemployment rates for the Class of  1998 respondents reported by demographic clusters is stark and alarming, from a low of 2% in the rural cluster, 7% for the university city-center, and 8.5% for the  suburban cluster to a high of more than 28% from the urban cluster. Such a high rate of unemployment reported by one demographic cluster, especially in comparison to the other demographic clusters, suggests that respondents from the urban districts, where both poverty levels and proportion of racial minorities are highest in this county, were much less well prepared for their transition into adulthood than were graduates from the other demographic clusters, the majority of whom were white. This conclusion is strengthened when coupled with the urban graduates’ postsecondary enrollment and completion rates which were the lowest among all demographic clusters.
It would be foolish to suggest that school systems or educators are solely or even largely responsible for these differing—and unequal—outcomes for graduates. Schools mirror the communities they serve, and curricular tracking mirrors the larger social realities of the nation. Some would argue that school systems, in fact, systematically maintain social inequalities through the structures they adopt and perpetuate, as in Bowles and Gintis’ Reproduction Theory (1976) or Lucas’ Effectively Maintained Inequality Theory (2001). The chance that the de facto segregation that occurs within this county will end any time soon is remote.

The question educators must face is to what extent they will agree to continue as co-conspirators in maintaining social inequalities. In spite of claims to hold high expectations for all students, adults in schools appear to construct a  “presumed future” for their students, and communicate that presumed future—implicitly and often unintentionally—through the academic and social organization of the school. Though perhaps never directly stated in so many words, educators send powerful messages to their students about the future they presume will be theirs through the very organizational structures they perpetuate. 
Especially through the academic organization of the school, adults may be “accidentally” communicating a career plan to students. In fact, in this study, one of the most significant findings was a relationship between respondents who claimed to have had a career plan in high school and those who enrolled in a four-year college within a year of graduation (rs=-.09, p≤.05), a relationship that was lacking for respondents who reported following either a general studies or career-technical curriculum. By its very nature, a college preparatory curriculum suggests to students enrolled in it that they have a future direction, a career plan, a “next step” beyond high school. The same may be true about the career and technical curriculum, though that could not be verified in this study. A general studies curriculum, on the other hand, communicates little to students enrolled in it about a particular direction, either toward the world of work or postsecondary education; it may, instead, more effectively communicate to students adults’ lack of confidence in their ability to succeed either in a technical career or in college. 

This study provides further evidence that educators see rural, poor, and minority students as less likely to continue their schooling after high school than their more affluent, white counterparts. They presume futures for them, based in part on where they live and go to school, and either counsel them into, or allow them to languish in, a general studies track that prepares them neither for the world of work nor for continuing their schooling. Ironically, in an era when all students are being held to common standards measured on high-stakes tests, it seems that the expectations educators may hold for students even living within the same county, and the futures they presume for them, may reflect old notions about which social class members belong in college and which do not. 

Though educators can do little to reverse de facto segregation within their county or state, the academic organization of the school is something over which they have control. As long as the general studies track exists, some students who should perceive themselves as college-bound will elect it. More certainly, however, many poor and minority students will be counseled into it by high school teachers and counselors who believe they belong there. In many high schools, it will continue to serve as a “holding tank” for potential drop-outs (Lee & Burkham, 2003) and for students whose teachers cannot imagine a hopeful, successful adult future for them. It is difficult to imagine how gaps in achievement and outcomes for all students beyond graduation can be improved without addressing this pervasive and systemic issue of curricular inequality. As challenging as it may be for education and policy leaders to take on the elimination of the general studies track, this reform seems imperative—and hopeful.
 Lee and Burkham (2003) demonstrated that the constrained academic curriculum common in parochial high schools benefits even disadvantaged students. Proponents of the current small schools initiative would do well to consider such research. This present study, in fact, suggests that it is not enough for a school to be small; graduates from the smallest schools in the county who reported having followed a general studies curriculum were less successful than graduates from the largest schools in the county who followed a college preparatory curriculum. As the National Commission on the High School Senior Year (2001) concluded, “it is not only the path through high school that is important, it is the rigor of that path as well” (p. 20). 

An imperative for the learning experience provided all students in the postmodern era, regardless of their grade level, is academic focus or press, the establishment and modeling of organizational norms and practices by adults which suggest that learning is urgent, though joyful, business and the most important priority of the school. Education leaders, along with policy makers, must insure that the structures and practices within America’s schools, wherever they are located, send messages to all students that they can be successful learners—and that adults expect them to be. 
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