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Abstract 

Adolescence provides a portal for understanding the life course, to examine how 

ideas for the future coalesce and potentially change during this time. The configurations 

of adolescent aspirations and expectations tell us how adolescents see adulthood, and to a 

lesser extent about the conceptualization of the roles they will later occupy. To further 

understand the process of life course formation, I examine the process of cognitive 

orientations toward work and family roles during adolescence. My dissertation addresses 

the larger question of life course formation, emphasizing the dynamic and 

multidimensionality of people’s lives and the importance of the self in life course 

formation. With longitudinal data from the Youth Development Study, specifically 

survey data from 496 girls and 431 boys of the over1000 adolescents survey annually 

since 1987, using latent class modeling, I investigate three issues: first, adolescent 

cognitive orientations, which are the configurations of adolescent aspirations and 

expectations during the adolescent period of the life course — specifically the first and 

last years of high school. Second, I assess the influence of precursors to and the outcomes 

at age 25 of the adolescent cognitive orientations. Third, I examine whether there are 

gender differences in the cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and boys, as well as 

differences in the effects of precursors and outcomes. Adolescent girls and boys exhibit 

both similarities and differences in their cognitive orientations. In 9th grade, 5 different 

cognitive orientations characterized adolescent girls (conventional, educationally 

uncertain, ambitious, occupationally ambitious, and uncertain). In 12th grade, adolescent 

girls revealed 5 cognitive orientations (conventional, vocationally oriented, low 

aspirations, uncertain, and ambitious). In contrast, 9th grade boys had 4 cognitive 
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orientations (conventional, below average, uncertain, and occupationally ambitious) and 

12th grade boys had 4 cognitive orientations (ambitious, conventional, low aspirations, 

and uncertain). Further, the effects of family, education and work experiences on the 12th 

grade cognitive orientations are varied. Results additionally suggest a limited relationship 

of adolescent cognitive orientations to adult roles. From the empirical investigation of 

adolescent aspirations and expectations I derive four general conclusions which are 

discussed.  

 



 v

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
CHAPTER 1 ............................................................................................................................. 1 

Envisioning Adult Lives ....................................................................................................... 1 
Dissertation Organization ................................................................................................. 5 

CHAPTER 2 ............................................................................................................................. 7 
Forming a Life Course .......................................................................................................... 7 

Key Terms and Concepts .................................................................................................. 7 
Life Course as Process .................................................................................................... 21 
Adolescent Aspirations ................................................................................................... 25 
Research Questions......................................................................................................... 34 
Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 37 

CHAPTER 3 ........................................................................................................................... 39 
Investigating Cognitive Orientations: Data and Methods................................................... 39 

Data ................................................................................................................................. 39 
Measures ......................................................................................................................... 43 
Method ............................................................................................................................ 67 

CHAPTER 4 ........................................................................................................................... 76 
Adolescent Cognitive Orientations ..................................................................................... 76 

Cognitive Orientations – Latent Class Results ............................................................... 76 
Summary ....................................................................................................................... 105 

CHAPTER 5 ......................................................................................................................... 107 
Precursors to and Effects of Adolescent Cognitive Orientations...................................... 107 

Background Effects....................................................................................................... 107 
Adult Outcomes ............................................................................................................ 119 
Summary ....................................................................................................................... 137 

CHAPTER 6 ......................................................................................................................... 139 
Ideas, Expectations and Outcomes ................................................................................... 139 

The Life Course & Adolescent Aspirations.................................................................. 139 
Adolescent Cognitive Orientations ............................................................................... 141 
Implications of Adolescent Cognitive Orientations...................................................... 146 
Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research...................................................... 151 

REFERENCES .......................................................................................................................... 154 
APPENDIX .............................................................................................................................. 172 
 

 



 vi

LIST OF TABLES 
 

Table 3.1 Percent Distribution and Means for Observed Variables, YDS. ............................ 46 
Table 3.2 Percent Distribution of Missing Responses to Observed Variables. ...................... 54 
Table 3.3 Percent Distribution and Mean Values of Exogenous Covariates. ......................... 60 
Table 3.4 Descriptive Statistics of Adult Attainments for Girls at Age 25, YDS Wave 11. .. 65 
Table 3.5 Descriptive Statistics of Adult Attainments for Boys at age 25, YDS Wave 11.... 66 
Table 3.6 Distribution of Girls within the 12th Grade Cognitive Orientations. ..................... 74 
Table 3.7 Distribution of Boys within the 12th Grade Cognitive Orientations. ..................... 74 
Table 4.1 Fit Statistics of Latent Cognitive Orientations: ...................................................... 77 
Table 4.2 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 9th Grade Girls, N = 496. ................. 80 
Table 4.3 Cognitive Orientations of Freshman Girls, Wave 1. .............................................. 82 
Table 4.4 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 9th Grade Boys, N = 431. ................. 85 
Table 4.5 Cognitive Orientations of Freshman Boys, Wave 1. .............................................. 87 
Table 4.6 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 12th Grade Girls, N = 496................. 94 
Table 4.7 Cognitive Orientations of Senior Girls, Wave 4..................................................... 97 
Table 4.8 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 12th Grade Boys, N = 431. ............. 100 
Table 4.9 Cognitive Orientations of Senior Boys, Wave 4................................................... 102 
Table 5.1 Estimated Probabilities and Mean Value of Girl's Background Covariates by 12th 

Grade Cognitive Orientations, ...................................................................................... 111 
Table 5.2 Estimated Probabilities and Mean Value of Boys’ Background Covariates by 12th 

Grade Cognitive Orientations, ...................................................................................... 115 
Table 5.3 Odds Ratios of Girls’ Cognitive Orientations Predicting Marriage at Age 25..... 121 
Table 5.4 Odds Ratios of Girls’ Cognitive Orientations Predicting Parenthood at Age 25. 122 
Table 5.5 OLS Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientations Predicting Number 

of Children at Age 25.................................................................................................... 124 
Table 5.6 Odds Ratios of Girls’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Employment at Age 

25................................................................................................................................... 125 
Table 5.7 OLS Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting 

Income at Age 25. ......................................................................................................... 126 
Table 5.8 OLS Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting 

Education Level at Age 25............................................................................................ 127 
Table 5.9 Odds Ratios of Boys’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Marriage at Age 25.

....................................................................................................................................... 130 
Table 5.10 Odds Ratios of Boys’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Parenthood at Age 

25................................................................................................................................... 131 
Table 5.11 OLS Regression Coefficients of Boys' Cognitive Orientations for Number of 

Children at Age 25. ....................................................................................................... 132 
Table 5.12 Odds Ratios of Boys’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Employment at Age 

25................................................................................................................................... 133 
Table 5.13 OLS Regression Coefficients of Boys' Cognitive Orientations for Income at Age 

25................................................................................................................................... 133 
Table 5.14 OLS Regression Coefficients of Boys' Cognitive Orientations for Education Level 

at Age 25. ...................................................................................................................... 134 
 



 1

CHAPTER 1  

Envisioning Adult Lives 
 

Each of us strives to create our lives, to have them look and feel the way we intend. 

We aspire to achieve goals, reach milestones, experience life in such a way that our lives 

resemble our ideal, that is, what we want our life to be. Yet, for most, even if aspirations are 

attained, there are both obstacles and advantages along the way. What’s more, our lives 

develop within specific historical and institutional contexts that shape our experiences and 

the meaning of those experiences. For example, in the current economic climate, many more 

people will pursue graduate education versus seeking full-time employment in a tight labor 

market. The history that surrounds a generation impacts their lives, the directions and routes 

traveled. And beyond history, our lives are connected to others, what Elder terms “linked 

lives” (1998:4). These linkages translate into joint repercussions, such as in a case of job 

relocation for one partner that will likely lead to movement for the other. Further, our lives 

are constructed through our actions, the decisions made and those avoided. The degree to 

which we feel control over our lives influences the extent and fervor with which we pursue a 

goal. Specifically, higher levels of efficacy tend toward a greater sense of self and 

accomplishing goals. This complex path of history, institutions, linked lives, and a sense of 

self, comprises the life course.  

Two prominent features shaping the course of most lives are work and family. For 

Americans, what a person does for a living constitutes a significant dimension of the sense of 

self (Hughes [1971] 1984; Bennet and Alexander 1987; Marx Ferree 1976; Komarovsky 

1967[1962]). Occupational attainment contributes to an actor’s identity, and jobs consume 

substantial amounts of time throughout the life span. Increasing numbers of people are also 
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spending (or at least perceiving themselves as spending) more hours performing paid work 

(Clarkberg and Moen 2001; Jacobs and Winslow 2004). Simultaneously, family continues to 

be a primary focus for substantial numbers of people. Couples continue to marry and have 

children even as more people are cohabiting. While work and family are central to many 

lives, scholarship typically focuses on either work or family, and neglects the relevance of 

gender (Han and Moen 1999). Our knowledge of the processes by which people create their 

lives, occupy work and family roles within historical and institutional contexts, and 

understand their choices is relatively undeveloped.  

My dissertation furthers our understanding of the process of life course formation 

with particular attention to the domains of work and family in the early transition to 

adulthood. Three separate though related questions drive this project: (1) How do young 

women and men envision their lives, that is, what are they planning to do, specifically in 

relation to both work and family arenas? (2) Are the plans adolescent women and men make 

similar or different, and are these plans stable or do they change over time? (3) Finally, 

knowing how people envision their lives as well as the stability of those plans, I am also 

interested in how such plans relate to how women and men actually move into work and 

family roles.  

Contemporary scholarship examines the work-family interface and acknowledges the 

difficulty of combining these roles. We know that people face a “time bind” (Hochschild 

1997), career disruption (Moen 2003; Hagestad 1992), and variability of family friendly 

employment polices (Kelly, Dobbin, Kalev and Ammons 2002). Yet, little is known about 

the various ways people construct or plan to combine their work and family roles over the 

life course. Considering the significance of work and family within the life course, my 
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project examines adolescents’ plans for work, family and education over time. I investigate 

how during their adolescence people intend or expect their lives to look as adults, when 

obstacles beyond familial, such as inequality related to race, sex, and socio-economics block 

the way. Importantly though, adolescents are not creating their aspirations and expectations 

without influence and challenge but likely their ideas can be thought to derive within 

Merton’s conception of “socially structured opportunities” (1968:229-30).1 In other words, 

the possibilities that adolescents see for themselves reflect their lived experiences and 

knowledge that the social world offers a difference in opportunities, which, as Merton 

explains, is “the concept of a distribution of choices among individuals similarly situated in 

the social structure” (1996:157). The patterns of cognitive orientations, configurations of 

aspirations and expectations across school, work and family, reflect what adolescents 

perceive as opportunities for themselves. For this project, I also look at the configuration of 

roles these adolescents later occupy as adults, which will additionally demonstrate the 

variability in opportunities for this group, or as  Merton describes it, available choices.  

In addition to managing work and family within a life course, actors experience 

stages of development in their lives, notably: childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Though 

each stage has value, adolescence is of particular interest for understanding life course 

formation, both in terms of the stage of adolescence within a life course and as the precursor 

to adulthood. The experiences youth have and the plans they make for their futures resonate 

throughout their lives. Previous inquiries into adolescence have examined the influence of 

family socio-economic status on attainment (Sewell, Haller and Portes 1969; Sewell and 

Shah 1967; Blau and Duncan 1967), cohort effects (Elder 1974), personality (Clausen 1993), 
                                                 
1 Merton’s concept of socially structured opportunities or differential access to opportunities (also referred to as 
opportunity structure) can also be understood to relate to Weber’s concept of “life chances.”  
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and changes in occupational pathways (Shanahan, Miech and Elder 1998). While these 

results are meaningful, much of this work draws from distinct historical periods such as the 

Great Depression or WWII that for understanding the relationship across multiple domains 

are less salient and largely neglects the relevance of gender in shaping lives.  

For all the importance of this stage, we often parse out single indicators and examine 

them at one point in time (see Osgood, Ruth, Eccles, Jacobs and Barber 2005). In other work, 

scholarship considers a snapshot of future plans at single points over multiple time periods 

(see Johnson and Mortimer 2000). Considering the well-recognized dynamism of this stage 

in the life course and its implications for development, more research attention is necessary. 

At the same time, actors increasingly occupy more than a single role, most often a 

combination of work and family. Despite this complexity, research typically investigates 

these domains uni-dimensionally and often to the neglect of gender differences. Even though 

both men and women manage work and family roles, their experiences are qualitatively 

distinct (Bem 1993; Han and Moen 1999; Moen and Roehling 2005). The current project 

addresses these issues through the examination of the potentially different plans and 

expectations young women and men have for their future in those areas they will most likely 

encounter—namely paid work, family and education— as well as uses a more contemporary 

data source on adolescence.   

Specifically, my dissertation examines the process of cognitive orientations toward 

work and family roles during adolescence; that is, what adolescents think they will do as 

adults. I am also interested in the degree to which the plans young women and men think 

about for their futures are different, considering the very different patterns their lives will 

likely take in adulthood (see Hagestad 1992; Marx Ferree 1997; Shelton and Firestone 1989). 
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Additionally, I look at how these future plans for work, family and education change or stay 

the same over time, as well the relationship among these three realms. Finally, I consider the 

role attainments in relation to combinations of work, family and education in early 

adulthood— in simple terms, to aid in evaluating whether adolescents achieve their future 

plans, or are en route to achieving their plans. Of equal importance to address is the 

significance of gender in shaping how actors see their futures. Beyond gender, but still 

shaped by it, my project looks at the relationship of the self-concept to future plans as 

understood through expectations toward the future. On a more general level, my dissertation 

addresses the larger question of life course formation, emphasizing the dynamic and 

multidimensionality of people’s lives and the importance of the self in life course formation.  

 

Dissertation Organization 
 
 Within the subsequent chapters, I lay out the theoretical framework for the project, 

data and methodology used, and my findings in relation to understanding life course 

formation, gender within processes of life course formation, and adolescence. In the next 

chapter, I present a lesser utilized theory of life course formation, one that incorporates 

variation and stability within and across the life course, which allows for the dynamic ways 

gender shapes the lives of women and men. Additionally, I link these ideas of life course 

formation and gender to status attainment and work-family literatures that also inform my 

dissertation project. In Chapter 3, I lay out the analytic strategy and specifics of the latent 

class and multinomial logit modeling techniques as well as details about the data and 

measures used in the project. My findings appear in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 4 reviews the 

adolescent cognitive orientations for girls and boys in 9th and 12th grades. Chapter 5 details 
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the effects of family background, adolescent work and school experiences on 12th grade 

cognitive orientations. Additionally, I examine the relationships between cognitive 

orientations and adult attainments. The final chapter discusses the significance of my 

findings in relation to contemporary life course scholarship, and the degree to which 

adolescence prepares youth for the next stage of adulthood and work-family role 

configurations.  
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CHAPTER 2  

Forming a Life Course 
 

In this chapter, I present the central literatures that inform my work, beginning with a 

review of key concepts used by social scientists in understanding the life course and its 

formation.  I discuss a dynamic and multidimensional conception of the life course. I also 

detail the significance of adolescence and gender in understanding people’s lives. Further, I 

discuss the persistence of gender in shaping the lives of women and men. I then draw 

connections among sociological, social psychological and psychological ideas about future 

plans, namely aspirations and expectations, which coalesce into what I call cognitive 

orientations. Finally, I discuss the implications of work and family roles for men and women, 

suggesting that while some cultural schemas are changing, gender continues to influence life 

course events and role configurations.  

Key Terms and Concepts 
In order to understand how adolescents envision their adult lives and 

comprehensively map the development of a life course, as well as to understand the salience 

of gender within the life course, several key concepts warrant explanation. Concepts central 

to life course research and for understanding this project include: transitions and trajectories, 

roles, order, socio-historical context, social location, agency and interconnectedness. 

Transitions and trajectories are the foundational descriptors, demarcating change and stability 

over the life course. Roles are one means of mapping transitions and trajectories, yet roles 

also provide actors with a sense of how to act within social conditions, as well as 

expectations of what they should do. The meaning of the roles and behaviors observed within 
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specific actors’ lives are derived from understanding the socio-historical context in which 

their lives occur. Order refers to the timing and placement of the events within the life 

course, which provides additional knowledge about the life course. Importantly, there are 

influences outside an individual, such as family, socio-economic status, and education level 

that impact the life course. Agency—the ability to exercise control in one’s choices—

contributes to the plans, behaviors and development of people’s lives. Finally, lives occur in 

relation to others, and the interconnectedness between actors is also important (Elder 1998). I 

discuss each of these concepts in detail below.  

Transitions and Trajectories 

The life course is a “sequence of status passages” (Heinz 1997:12) marked by 

transitions from one stage of life to another. A common status passage is the transition to 

adulthood when adolescents move into adult roles of full-time work, marriage and parenting 

(Arnett 2000; Buchmann 1989; Mortimer and Kruger 2000; Schneider and Stevenson 1999). 

Throughout an individual’s life span, many transitions occur. Movements from school to 

work, the birth of a child, or entry into marriage are all examples of transitions within the life 

course. These are also all transitions that many people expect to experience within their lives. 

Transitions also demarcate changes in trajectories. A trajectory refers to a pathway or life 

line over the life span, such as an occupational career (Elder 1985) or marriage and 

parenthood2. An individual’s life span involves multiple interlocked trajectories (e.g. work, 

marriage, and parenthood) and each trajectory is marked by a sequence of states or roles in 

which people move from one state to another (Elder 1985). As these transitions and 

trajectories take place over time, the culmination is conceptualized as a life course.  
                                                 
2 Trajectories may also be psychological in nature (i.e. self-efficacy). 
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Transitions are fundamental to our understanding of the life course, as they pinpoint 

moments of change. A transition indicates when the shift in status occurred and an individual 

experienced change. Knowing when change occurs tells us something about the progression 

of the life course. For example, moving from spending most of one’s time enrolled in school 

to working full-time signifies movement into adult roles (Mortimer 2003). This change from 

school to work is known as one of the indicators of the transition to adulthood, which further 

reflects a change in status from youth to adult and likely what adolescents will be thinking 

about as they envision their future lives. Moreover, by comparing the occurrence of such 

transitions between different cohorts, we can identify macrosocietal changes such as a 

prolonged transition to adulthood, referred to as “emerging adulthood” (Arnett 2000).  

Transitions are also shaped by gender norms, which reflect historical and institutional 

contexts. Broadly speaking, throughout U. S. history, for women regardless of socio-

economic class, movement into marriage is a celebrated transition, marking the movement 

into adult roles (Schlegel and Barry 1991; see Arnett 2001 for discussion of marriage as 

marker). Yet, for women this transition also signals entry into caring roles (Devault 1991). 

Because caring is linked to family roles, Devault (1991) maintains that women are actually 

producing family life through everyday interactions, and these responsibilities limit how 

women’s lives might be constructed. The emphasis on women’s performance of caring 

constrains how men participate in family. Further, Garey (1999) argues that both parenthood 

and employment are gendered institutions, that the social relations within these institutions 

are organized differently for women and men. Thus transitions will have different meanings 

and consequences for women and men within the life course.  
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Transitions are embedded in trajectories, which provide meaning to the transition 

(Elder 1985). The trajectory is conceptualized as “a pathway defined by the aging process or 

by movement across the age structure” (Elder 1985:31). Thus, a trajectory demarcates the 

stage, or stages for the actor over time. Trajectories of work, school and family are 

components of the life course, and importantly these trajectories are intertwined, so they 

impact each other. For example, a prolonged trajectory of education, such as obtaining a law 

degree, often delays marriage and parent transitions, thus shifting the timing of the family 

trajectory. Increasingly, research reveals that men and women are experiencing the effects of 

interlocking trajectories of work, school and family (see for example, Moen 2003).  

Roles 

 Roles are a central element of the life course. Specifically, roles are culturally 

prescribed social categories that delineate expectations and actions that are tied to social 

locations. In other words, roles provide a guideline for how one should behave under 

particular conditions. Social roles that are occupied over the life span comprise the 

interlocking trajectories that constitute the life course (see Macmillan and Eliason 2003). 

Within a life course there are multiple roles an individual occupies, often simultaneously. 

Roles are also linked to the events within the life course; the roles one occupies are in 

relation to transitions over the life span. For example, before taking on an adult family role, a 

transition such as marriage or childbirth is expected.3 In the case of work-family, an actor 

needs to experience a transition in order to occupy a work or family role. Roles constitute the 

                                                 
3 There are certainly other types of roles—those of sibling and child—that are the result of status within one’s 
family of origin.  
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trajectories within the life course, and the life course provides meaning to the roles that are 

occupied.  

 Though actors may occupy seemingly identical roles, the meaning of those roles is 

gendered. Similarities exist within work and family roles, yet how women and men manage 

the roles is different, as well as the cultural expectations and lived experiences within the 

roles. Since the 1960s, greater numbers of women have been performing paid work; still, 

men continue to fulfill the breadwinner role within families (Marx Ferree 1997). Actual time 

spent at work also reveals differences, as on average, married men work nine more hours per 

week compared to married women (Shelton and Firestone 1989). The increase in women’s 

workforce participation and perhaps increased investment in paid work appear to have caused 

little change in family roles for women, who are the expected care givers, while men still 

spend more of their lives performing paid work (see for example, Bianchi, Casper, Berkow 

King 2005).    

If men are still expected to fulfill their jobs and pursue careers, the major gender 

expectation for women is in their role as caretaker (see Devault 1991). Women are still 

predominantly responsible for household tasks and child rearing (Marx Ferree 1997; 

Bergmann 1986). Hochschild (1997) demonstrates that women still face a time bind due to 

their double shift of managing paid work and care work. For most families, the solution to 

the double load has been for women to spend less time doing care work instead of men 

performing more (Pleck 1985; see also Hochschild 1989; Reskin and Padavic 1994). Even 

with changes in women’s economic status, they are still expected to manage the family, 

which often leads to more job disruption (Hagestad 1992). Further, as more women engage in 

paid work, men are still expected to fill their role as a provider (Marx Ferree 1997). Though 
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cultural acceptance of women doing both paid work and managing families has grown, the 

institutions within which these roles are performed lag behind. Through these institutions, the 

influence of gender persists.  

Order 

 The timing of events within an individual’s life course is also important. Of particular 

interest is when and in what order events take place, such as marrying before having a child. 

In particular, whether an event took place and at what age it occurred are important 

descriptors of a person’s life. The meaning of the event changes depending upon the order in 

which it occurs. Employment, marriage, and childbirth are commonly studied events, and the 

timing of these is used to signify life course development. In the case of marriage and 

childbirth, the culturally-based normative order of events is one in which marriage occurs 

before the arrival of the child. In the context of the United States, increased rates of unwed 

mothers are considered problematic (Sawhill 2002). Additionally troublesome within the 

unwed mother debate is that these mothers are teenagers. Though there are issues of 

resources and support involved, the problem is framed as one of order, which relates to age.4 

Specifically, transitions within the life course are age-graded (Neugarten and Hagestad 1976) 

and gendered (Hagestad 1992), meaning that changes follow a predictable timetable which 

are distinct for women and men. As in the example of unwed teenage mothers, their lives are 

not following the age-graded chronology of life events. Consequently, institutions such as 

school are not prepared for these young mothers and their children; this lack of preparation 

complicates their access to high school diplomas (see also Moen 1992).  

                                                 
4 Culturally accepted norms regarding marriage and parenthood are historically contingent. For example, in the 
1950s mothers in their teens were socially acceptable (see Joanne Meyerowitz 1994), though parenthood was to 
occur within the confines of marriage.  
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Jeylan Mortimer’s (2003) research on adolescent development examines the timing of 

life events, such as full-time work and leaving the parental household, as indicators of the 

transition into adulthood. Such events are markers of this transition and signify changes 

within the life course. In the case of adulthood, the culmination of marriage, full-time work 

(versus school) and living on one’s own typically demonstrate a change in status.  

Another example of the importance of order involves educational attainment. The 

normative progression, or institutionalized norm (Hagestad 1992), is that an individual 

completes their education prior to moving into the labor force full-time (Kohli 1986a; Mayer 

and Shopflin 1989). The post-secondary educational system in the U.S., however, allows for 

fluidity — that is, students do not have to proceed to college immediately following high 

school. Increasingly, people are returning to school, combining their pursuit of education 

with full-time work. In contrast, the German system is more rigid, and has greater ties to the 

economic labor market for students once they complete their education (Mortimer, Oesterle 

and Kruger 2002). As a result, students within the German educational system are more often 

on-time, in that their lives are following the prescribed institutional and social order of school 

followed by work (Kohli 1986a; Mayer and Shopflin 1989). In the U.S., there is a greater 

likelihood of being off-time, of being out of sync with the institutional and social order 

(Neugarten 1979).  

As research indicates, there are advantages to following the prescribed institutional 

pathways through school and work (Mortimer et al. 2002). For some countries, benefits of 

education, employment and pensions are age-graded and tied to being on-time. Often, it is 

the duration or time spent in a particular role that affects the level of economic 

compensation; more time spent in the labor force contributes to higher earnings. Similarly, 
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actors who deviate from the normative order, as in the case of teen mothers, are more likely 

to be disadvantaged. Equally important, individuals in light of cultural schema or 

demographic regularities may see their lives as being on-time or off-time. Upon leaving 

school, as women assume most family responsibilities their lives are likely to get off-time or 

out of sequence with institutionally normative pathways, most obviously paid work. It is also 

understood that there are cultural timetables for family transitions (Neugarten, Moore and 

Lowe 1965), such as when to embark on parenthood after marriage. Though actors may not 

follow a particular order, they have the sense that they should.  

Importance of Socio-historical Context  

Sequences of transitions and trajectories are embedded within a socio-historical 

landscape. Changes between roles and stages occur within the context of an ever-changing 

society. As society changes, so too do life course patterns. Elder’s (1974) seminal work, 

Children of the Great Depression, documents the life-altering and persistent effects of living 

through the desolate poverty of the 1930s. In families where the mothers performed paid 

work, the girls who contributed by doing household chores during the Depression were more 

likely, as they grew older, to become housewives versus seeking paid work. These young 

girls who watched their mothers go off to work appear to see their own adult roles 

differently, shifting their orientations away from paid work and toward homemaking. 

Moreover, lives are differently affected by historical conditions that surround them. Living 

through the Depression differently affected people depending upon their age. For example, 

girls who were born a few years after the Depression but lived through economic deprivation 

did not alter their career choices as significantly as girls who were born earlier and 

experienced more of the Depression (Bennett and Elder 1979). Historical conditions thus 
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have varied effects on the life course. Individuals are exposed to “different historical worlds, 

with distinctive properties, constraints, and options” (Elder 1996:37). People experience the 

world differently due to changing historical conditions and the impacts of such differences 

persist throughout the life course. For the adolescents in this study, particularly the young 

women, strides made through the women’s movement and feminism5 are likely to shape the 

futures envisioned.  

Social Location 

 Social location includes both ascribed and achieved characteristics that impact one’s 

life, such as family-of-origin and educational attainment. Often highlighted is the relationship 

between family structure and family background (e.g., socio-economic status, parental 

educational attainment), since certain types of family forms have fewer available resources 

than intact families (Teachman and Pasch 1998). Single parent family structures have an 

effect on outcomes. For example, children from single parent families suffer observed short-

term negative effects on school performance, self-esteem, and health (Dawson 1991; Kline, 

Johnston, and Tschann 1991; Mauldon 1990; Mott, Kowaleski-Jones and Menaghan 1997). 

In addition, lower socio-economic attainment, lower earnings, and less education have, on 

average, greater long-term negative effects for children from single parent homes compared 

to children from two-parent intact families (Amato and Keith 1991; Duncan and Duncan 

1969; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Powell and Parcel 1997).   

The relevance of social location comes from the impact these characteristics have on the 

opportunities and constraints actors face throughout their lives and how these in turn can 

                                                 
5 Increased participation in higher education combined with ability to make decisions regarding fertility, affect 
the types of professional careers and timing of family roles.  
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affect outcomes. For example, family-of-origin influences marital stability. Webster, Orbuch 

and House (1995) found that family life, specifically having divorced parents, contributes to 

diminished marital quality for both women and men. There is also a relationship between 

health and family of origin (see Max Bergman and Scott 2001). Additionally, for girls, social 

location is more closely linked to educational aspirations than occupational goals (Marini and 

Greenberger 1976; Debord, Griffen and Clark 1977). Some evidence also suggests that first 

born children are more ambitious in regards to achievement goals (Elder 1962, for review see 

Sampson 1965). However, more compelling is how the number of siblings influences future 

plans — that is, parents with more children are less encouraging of high achievement goals 

(Hauser 1974; Kerkhoff 1974). Social location has direct effects on the plans.  

Educational attainment is also traced back to one’s family of origin. In particular, the 

influence of the family as indicated by parental socio-economic status and parents’ 

educational attainment is well established (Blau and Duncan 1967; Sewell and Shah 1967, 

1968; Sewell and Hauser 1975). Yet, when socio-economic status is measured by parental 

earnings, this does not explain most of the variation in attainment (Teachman and Paasch 

1998). Further, parents’ education is not the overwhelming impetus for children’s 

educational attainment. Instead, Teachman and Paasch (1998) suggest that a family’s greatest 

influence is through the aspirations parents have for their children, which shapes the 

aspirations children develop for themselves. It is then the aspirations youth have for 

themselves that are correlated to attainment (Sewell and Hauser 1980) and differentially 

effect outcomes for men and women (Sewell, Hauser and Wolf 1980). 

Lack of education also poses problems, particularly as educational attainment impacts 

the availability of choices over the life course. For example, those individuals who complete 
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college have access to institutional supports that provide increased opportunities like career 

services to help them transition from school to work (Mortimer et al. 2002). In contrast, those 

without degrees are forced to use their own resources to find employment, often in the 

secondary labor market (Mortimer et al. 2002). A college degree provides benefits such as 

higher earnings and upward mobility over time. Education also affects fertility decisions. 

Women with college educations are more likely to wait until later to have children (Baldwin 

and Nord 1984). Additionally, in comparison to college educated men, college educated 

women more often interrupt their careers to care for their young children (Moen 1985). 

Educational attainment and family-of-origin are two examples of external factors that have a 

life long impact on the life course.  

Agency 

Discussed within the fields of psychology (Bandura 1997) and sociology (see 

Emirbayer and Mische 1998), agency refers to the deliberate action or inaction of a social 

actor. Agency enhances our understanding of biography and social change within the life 

course (Heinz and Kruger 2001). Also important is that the creation of one’s biography 

connects to the belief that one can produce desired results, variously called self-efficacy 

(Bandura 1997), mastery (Pearlin and Schooler 1978) and internal locus of control (Rotter 

1966). For the processes of life course formation, such beliefs translate into the extent to 

which an individual believes they can change or alter the outcome based on one’s action (or 

inaction). Giddens (1984, 1991) points out that agency allows for both reproduction and 

modifications of social conditions, and in a biographical context, the action (or inaction) of 

an actor affects the life course.  
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Agency is directly linked to time, order and roles within the life course. As Heinz and 

Kruger (2001) explain, “past life experiences and biographical meanings converge and are 

reflected in a person’s agency” (p.41) and prior life events affect future life occurrences by 

shaping how an individual views the world and decides on a course of action. Though Heinz 

and Kruger (2001) indicate the importance of agency in linking biography and change, less is 

known about the process through which actors construct their lives. The process is assumed 

to involve an individual’s goals and to be contingent upon historical conditions and external 

factors, yet these are often not considered in relation to one another. Thus, research hasn’t 

fully articulated the complexity of agency in relation to life course development.  

The current project considers agency in the life course in the form of future plans. 

The actions (or inactions) of a social actor, which occur within institutional contexts, involve 

decisions such as planning to marry, that culminate in a personal biography. Similarly, that 

same action (or inaction) can contribute to societal change. For example, when actors choose 

alternate paths for their lives, such as having children prior to marriage, this action 

contributes to societal change by providing alternatives for the unfolding of the life course. 

The prevalence of cohabitation demonstrates one such example of widespread social change. 

Agency offers one explanation of why life events do not always fit with Kohli’s (1986b) 

tripartite ordering of the life course. An actor’s agency allows for flexibility or disjuncture 

between societal expectations and the actual individual life course. Agency enables 

individuals to construct their lives within the context of, but also deviating from, social 

expectations and norms, enabling a loose coupling between social transitions and a stage in 

the life course (Elder and O’Rand 1995). This flexibility of individuals and the decisions they 
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make about their lives is an essential yet underdeveloped component of a life course 

approach.  

Interconnection 

Human lives are embedded in configurations of social networks of family, friends and 

others throughout the life course, an insight reflected in Elder’s linked lives principle (1998). 

An individual life course does not occur separately, but rather is part of a complex system 

which involves other life courses. Most obvious is the connection of one life course to 

another. Rarely does one exist with little connection to another person. Instead, our lives are 

intertwined with others, who impact and shape our lives. The relationships we have with 

other people both constrain us and provide opportunities. For example, Granovetter (1983) 

found that jobs were often found though acquaintances (weak social ties). The connection, 

especially a weak social tie, provides opportunities for employment. In relation to work and 

family, fathers continue to see their connections to their children through their ability to 

provide financially (Bernard 1983). The “father–breadwinner model” (Pleck 1987) continues 

to shape how men are tied to their families. Through the need for financial stability, men’s 

decisions regarding employment, career and job changing are related to their connection to 

their family. Consequently the decision to change jobs can be motivated by more than 

personal ambition.  

Considerable research shows the interconnection of women to the lives of others. In 

particular, women’s employment decisions are related to their family circumstances (Allatt, 

Keil, Bryman and Bytheway 1987; Hagestad 1992; Moen 1992; Hartmann 1981; Sokoloff 

1980; Cain 1966). Two types of interconnection, defined by marital status and children, are 

particularly influential for labor force participation. Moen (1991), for example, found that 
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unmarried women age 35–44 with children were more likely to experience intermittent 

employment during mid-life versus mothers who were married. Unlike previous conceptions 

of men’s lives that are only more recently seen as interconnected, women’s lives have 

consistently been viewed as tied to others (Hagestad 1992; Moen 1985; Sorensen 1991), 

demonstrating that there are gendered differences in the options available when formulating a 

life course (Ott 1993). Routinely, women are expected to disrupt their careers in order to care 

for children and family members. It is such expectations that contribute to the constraints 

women face when combining work and family responsibilities as well as limiting the role 

men play in family and care work.  

 Adolescents’ lives are necessarily tied to their family of origin, and as previously 

discussed, families’ influence on adolescent lives persists. Youth, however, are also 

developing social networks, mostly consisting of peers who will further shape the life course 

and the lives they envision. Substantial periods of time are spent in groups of people who are 

similar in age and experience, particularly in childhood and adolescence. Like siblings, peer 

groups provide a readily-available mechanism to benchmark and compare oneself to others 

(Gecas 2003). Indeed, much of our information regarding gender roles and expectations also 

derive from peers, and even as children, peer groups tend to be both sex-segregated and 

places where violations of gender norms are punished (Maccoby 1998). At an early age, 

these groups tend to “create subcultures of opposition between boys and girls” (Gecas 

2003:376), leading to hyper-gendered roles and norms for behavior (Crosnoe 2000; Adler 

and Alder 1998; Thorne 1993). As a result, an actor is more likely to strongly identify with 

one’s sex and internalize negative stereotypes about the other sex. Here, girls are more likely 

to be viewed as weaker or less capable by boys due to the lack of cross-sex interaction. Due 
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to the prevalent influence of gender, girls and boys have different expectations about the 

future. Further, the degree to which those expectations differ for girls and boys is related to 

their peer group.  

 Contemporary understanding of the life course developed with the use of these key 

concepts. Specifically, transitions and trajectories, roles, order, socio-historical context, 

social location, agency and interconnectedness illuminate the various dimensions in the 

processes of life course formation. Each of these concepts provides essential descriptors of, 

or sensitizing concepts for, the life course, which can also be used to examine the persistence 

of gender differentiation across the life course. It is their joint application that sheds light on 

the process of life course formation. The foundation for further developing our knowledge of 

the life course, and the complex set of gendered social relations that create and sustain lives 

over time, rests with these key concepts. This study utilizes these key concepts, as well as the 

gendering of the life course, and considers these in relationship to one another as adolescents 

think about their future lives.  

 

Life Course as Process 
Life course formation is by definition a process. It is an ongoing process that occurs 

through time, intersects in varying durations with other lives, evolves over a series of 

changing states, or persists through several stages. Whether we look at a single process of life 

course formation or a series of processes that occur over a life span or within particular 

stages, time is a key factor that contributes to the process. In fact, each of the previously 

discussed concepts contributes to life course processes, though time most easily allows for 

understanding movement. In understanding the life course as process, Levy (1996, 1997) 
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provides a practical theory to explain the variation and stability of the life course, one that 

views the life course as a trajectory embedded in a changing social structure. Such a 

conceptualization builds upon Elder’s (1998) concepts of linked lives, transitions and 

trajectories, causing ideas about the life course to be more dynamic, as the transitions and 

trajectories occurring within an individual’s life course can be understood as processes. In 

addition, the complexity of combining work and family roles can be explored.  

Reacting to previous research that presumes either that institutions structure the life 

course or people’s lives are more individualized as a result of rapid societal change, Levy 

(1996) maintains that life course research has not incorporated all the appropriate levels of 

social organization. Focusing solely on a macro (as in institutional view), meso or micro 

(individualized) level neglects occurrences at the other levels of social interaction, which also 

affect and shape the life course. For Levy, the life course must be understood as being both 

structured and structuring, to reveal the relational aspects of the life course. For example, 

how roles embedded in one context, such as work, are simultaneously connected in the life 

course to the roles derived from another context, such as in families. Specifically, he wants to 

develop:  

an analytical framework that allows to formulate differentiated hypotheses 
about relationships between macro social changes and micro-phenomena 
concerning life courses…not so much to postulate actual changes as to 
elucidate the mechanism underlying them (Levy 1996:83).   

 

Levy attempts to incorporate more fully the combination of influences that impact the life 

course. Here, all three dimensions: micro, meso and macro, and the life course trajectory, 

happen in multiple and related contexts. Transitions and trajectories occur in relation to one 

another, enabling the life course to be seen as a sequence of configurations (Levy 1996, 



 

 23

1997). The micro level incorporates the constellation of roles that an actor fills and the meso 

level is the sequence of configurations of social class, status and institutions. In other words, 

the configuration is the social location of the individual. Micro and meso interactions occur 

within the macro level, an ever-changing socio-historical context. Ideally, this theory allows 

for the opportunity to see the life course in relation to social structure, while simultaneously 

understanding that the life course itself is made up of different roles.     

Levy (1997) adds that the life course can be “subject to both typification and 

differentiation” (p. 76), enabling inclusion of both normatively structured and individualized 

aspects of the life course. In examining the various social domains in which an actor is 

embedded, Levy asserts that the social location of the individual has more influence on the 

life course than the institutional circumstance. In other words, though institutions contribute 

to the standardization of the life course, that is only one influence. The social roles occupied 

by an actor, positions within the institutional sectors, and socio-historical context, as well as 

related cultural norms, culminate to shape the life course. 

More recently, in a related way, scholars have suggested theorizing about the 

construction of the life course in relation to the pathways and roles people occupy. For 

example, Macmillan and Eliason (2003) looked at the configuration of social roles, and the 

life paths created by these combinations over time. Their analyses revealed that there are 

different pathways available as youth transition into adulthood; not only are different 

pathways available, but individual orientations change due to lived experiences. For later 

adulthood, Gerson (1985) found that women altered the direction of their lives, either toward 

paid work or family, depending on prior experiences in these arenas. Further, Acker (1988) 

advocates for seeing the identity shifts that occur throughout the life course. Specifically, she 
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asserts that comments from respondents claiming they are not the same person they were 

before marriage need to be taken seriously. Additionally, Marx Ferree (1997) found that men 

and women have a three-stage process of negotiation for determining who spends more time 

performing care work within the household; despite sharing the process and experiencing 

similar stages, an egalitarian outcome is not guaranteed. Identity shifts and role changes that 

comprise individual life paths (trajectories) are occurring within institutional pathways such 

as work, family, and education, and changes in one pathway can affect others. That 

pathways, identities, and roles shift in relation to one another as well as across time is 

consistent with Levy’s (1996, 1997) idea of the life course as a trajectory embedded in 

changing contexts.  

This theoretical perspective allows the life course to be seen as a configuration of 

multiple roles embedded in social institutions. With this perspective, we can look at the 

conditions under which particular roles and transitions reinforce or challenge normative 

patterns, as well as role configurations and the timing of transitions. Further, through this  

theoretical perspective, a single life course becomes a constellation of events or roles that 

occur within a social hierarchy of social class, race, gender, etc., and which exist relationally 

to other lives and institutions, all of which occur within a changing socio-historical period. In 

relation to adolescent future plans, aspirations and expectations reflect how adolescents see 

their potential future lives. Specifically, the roles they will occupy (e.g. worker, student, 

partner, parent) and the timing and duration they expect to participate (i.e. education) in those 

roles are plans made within particular social conditions that on the micro level reflect family 

resources and on the macro level indicate cultural ideas. Levy’s approach allows for a 
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dynamic and multidimensional treatment of the life course, whereby actors can conform to, 

deviate from or alter societal norms. 

 

Adolescent Aspirations 
The life course is a configuration of events, roles and trajectories, all of which occur 

over time and in different institutional contexts; in other words, it is dynamic and 

multidimensional. Importantly, the ideas and plans that contribute to a life course and the 

direction and relationships of multiple domains to one another need closer examination. In 

this section I discuss the importance of adolescent aspirations within the life course, as well 

as argue for the dynamic character and multidimensionality of aspirations.  

Hall (1904) termed adolescence a “new stage” within the life course, and since Hall’s 

discovery of adolescence our interest has not waned. Predominantly, adolescence offers a 

portal for understanding the life course as the entryway into adulthood (see Settersten, 

Furstenberg and Rumbaut 2005) and for understanding social psychological processes of 

development (see Gecas 2003). The importance of adolescence derives from the notion that 

what occurs during this period, either positive (see Larson, Brown and Mortimer 2002) or 

negative (see Mortimer and Larson 2002) has lasting ramifications.  

How adolescents envision and plan for their futures continues to spark debate across 

three distinct but related perspectives: status attainment, life course and social psychology. 

First, modeling processes of status attainment grew from the innovative beginnings of Blau 

and Duncan’s (1967) seminal work on the social mobility of sons. From their work sprang 

further investigations that include social psychological measures (Sewell and Hauser 1975) 

and gender differences (Sewell, Hauser and Wolf 1980). Adolescence from this perspective 
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provides a backdrop to the attainment process, the predictive value of resources (i.e. family 

socioeconomic status) for later life attainments, and for understanding conditions of social 

mobility.  

Status Attainment 

Within status attainment research, the primary focus is on educational and 

occupational aspirations, usually viewed during the senior year in high school (see for 

example, Sewell and Shah 1967, 1968). Parental education attainment, occupational prestige, 

and socio-economic status are factors used to explain the variation in aspirations and 

subsequent attainment. Sewell and Shah (1968) looked at the influence of perceived parental 

encouragement, parental educational attainment and child intelligence on the education 

aspirations and attainment of Wisconsin high school seniors, concluding that there are 

different effects for men and women. They also suggest that parental educational attainment 

is more significant than perceived parental support for college plans and completing college. 

Yet, aspiration measures are from the last year of high school, which neglects the possibility 

of change leading up to these future plans. Additionally, in status attainment research, family 

is not a life goal or aspiration to be investigated but rather a covariate used to explain 

differential attainments of educational and occupational goals. Status attainment research 

provides important considerations for attainment and the relationship between aspirations and 

subsequent achievement, but neglects the potential dynamics and multidimensionality of 

aspirations.  

Also underdeveloped within much status attainment research is how gender 

influences the lives of women and men. Warren, Sheridan and Hauser (2002) explain that the 

omission results from the availability of data about men’s lives versus women’s (see Blau 
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and Duncan 1967; Featherman 1971; Featherman and Hauser 1978; Olneck 1977). Men’s 

lives were predominantly the focus in early research, as career plans and social mobility 

occur within the purview of men’s lives, with the implicit assumption that women’s lives are 

shaped by the men they marry, not necessarily the paid work they do and the educational 

plans they have for themselves. Within the Wisconsin Longitudinal Study, it is surprising 

that gender differences aren’t explored more fully (exception: Sewell, Hauser and Wolf 

1980), considering that 26 percent of girls were planning to obtain a college degree after high 

school, compared to 34 percent of boys (Little 1959:11); another 21 percent of girls would 

continue their studies but not toward a degree. For those not planning to attend school after 

graduation, when asked about what they would really like to do, 85 percent of girls and 70 

percent of boys would like to continue attending school (Little 1959). For the young women, 

plans beyond for marriage or employment are clear, yet scant attention is paid to them. 

Forty years later we can reflect back and see how cultural ideas about aspirations 

were gendered. Within a historical context where cultural schema supported women’s 

movement out of education and into family versus paid employment,6 their aspirations reflect 

these ideas. In contrast, men were expected to move into full-time work. During this period, 

as demonstrated by Sewell, Hauser and Wolf (1980) and others, women’s and men’s 

occupational attainments reflect this cultural schema.  

However, gender is often thought of as an intervening variable, most often affecting 

women. In other words, that something about being male or female affects the outcome of 

interest. Instead, gender needs to be understood as shaping the lives of women and men. For 

example, current findings indicate that women are now attending and completing college at 
                                                 
6 For white women of middle class status during this period, their employment was likely to end once women 
married, as employment was considered unnecessary during marriage.  
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higher rates then men (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006). Previously, girls would be less likely to 

attend or complete college; now the educational attainment of boys from families with less 

educated or absent fathers is more vulnerable. In other words, these boys are less likely to 

attend or complete college. Clearly, gender differences manifest within the lives of young 

men and women, though how those differences shape their lives may change both within a 

life course through attainments, or over time with varying cultural expectations for women 

and men. Gender is central to understanding future plans and attainments.  

Life Course 

The life course perspective provides a second means of considering adolescence. 

While somewhat similar to status attainment, scholars wanting to understand how 

adolescence affects later life outcomes see this perspective as more focused on understanding 

the process that moves individuals through this stage, and how it affects subsequent stages 

(see Meeus, Goede, Kox and Hurrelmann 1992; Settersten, Furstenberg and Rumbaut 2005). 

Adolescence is of particular interest for understanding the life course, as development within 

this period has implications for the transition to adulthood (Mortimer and Larson 2002) as 

youth move into adult roles such as worker (Erikson 1963; Mortimer 2003) and parent 

(Nurmi 1991). Further, the timing and duration —that is, when adult roles (i.e., worker and 

parent) occur and how long they last—affect later life attainments (Hagestad 1992). Life 

course research is most likely to acknowledge the multidimensionality of future plans, 

specifically, the relationship among the domains of education, employment and family. As 

with status attainment, treatment of aspirations by life course scholars overlooks the 

potentiality of change in future plans; aspirations are part of the life course process and thus 

likely to be dynamic.  



 

 29

Within life course scholarship, gender plays a more predominant role compared to 

status attainment research. Women’s lives are understood to be connected to and contingent 

upon the lives of others (Hagestad 1992; Moen 1985; Sorensen 1991). Often this observation 

is usually meant to reveal the discontinuities in women’s lives, and how work trajectories are 

interrupted due to care taking responsibilities. Further, as with Buchmann and DiPrete’s 

(2006) realization of a different gender pattern in education, men are experiencing something 

other than what was once considered normative. Lives for both men and women are varied as 

a result of their experiences which are tied to gender. Consider the differences in career 

pathways and how education differently affects men’s and women’s lives. For example, in 

the Cornell Couples and Careers Study, men in a delayed pathway, meaning having the 

highest mean age of first employment (in comparison to the other pathways in the 

observation period), are more likely to be college educated, whereas women with a similar 

pathway are less likely to be college educated (Williams and Han 2003). Men’s delayed entry 

into work is likely the result of prolonged education, in contrast to women’s delay that occurs 

as a result of family involvement. The career pathways may look similar, yet the factors 

which lead to them are different.  

Life course researchers understand that gender does shape the life course in different 

ways for women and men. While gender differences in aspirations appear to have 

diminished, less is known about whether adolescents are making connections across the 

domains of work, family and education. Early research on aspirations demonstrated that 

girls’ aspirations were influenced by what they thought boys felt was appropriate for girls to 

do (Hawley 1971). Further, they didn’t feel that their peer groups valued intelligence and 

achievement (Hawley 1971). Additionally, girls made career choices based on what would 
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accommodate their family responsibilities (Corder and Stephen 1984). As a result, girls 

tended to aspire to less prestigious careers compared to boys (Danzinger 1983; Eccles 1985; 

Shapiro and Crowly 1982). More recently, Stevens, Puchtell, Ryu and Mortimer (1992) 

found less difference between the career aspirations of girls and boys, while others (Dunnell 

and Bakken 1991; Farmer 1985) demonstrated girls’ aspirations to be higher than boys’. Still 

it remains unclear whether aspirations across the domains of work, family and education are 

shifting. If girls aspire for better jobs, are their family aspirations also changing?  

Conversely, are boys thinking about how to accommodate their future partners’ occupational 

goals by adjusting their own career aspirations? Such questions remain unanswered.  

Social Psychology 

A third perspective, social psychology, also focuses on understanding adolescence 

and the transition to adulthood. Social psychology elucidates the developmental processes 

related to the ideas or concepts adolescents have of themselves. How adolescents 

conceptualize, evaluate and plan is tied to their self concepts (Bandura 1986; for review, see 

Gecas 1982), that is, how they view and feel about themselves, and it is these ideas which 

develop during adolescence (Gecas 2003). The developmental processes of the self concept, 

namely self-esteem and self-efficacy, influence decisions, plans and actions for the future, 

and thus can shape outcomes. Future plans derived during adolescence are accompanied by 

expectations of succeeding in achieving such plans. Expectations7 allow for the merging of 

aspirations and ideas about the self, as thoughts about the future are considered in relation to 

how one feels about oneself. Social psychology also raises the possibility of different ideas 

about the self in the realms of school, work and family. It is not unreasonable for an actor to 
                                                 
7 “Plans” is another way that expectations are conceptualized. Stevens, Puchell, Ryu and Mortimer (1992) 
looked at plans in seeking to understand achievement orientations of young men and women.   
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feel more competent in one arena versus another, and social psychological considerations 

allow for the dynamic and multidimensional character of future plans.  

Within social psychology, the significance of gender is likely to be seen in the 

different ways that women and men view themselves, which themselves reflect cultural ideas 

and social location (see McLeod and Owens 2004). For example, beginning in early 

adolescence girls report lower levels of self-esteem as compared to boys (Harter 1993; 

Simmons and Blyth 1987). Moreover, McLeod and Owens (2004) point out, more 

consideration should be given to developmental trajectories, specifically, how dimensions of 

stratification such as gender affect the stability and change of child and adolescent 

psychological development. Building upon this we would expect that changes in self-esteem 

for girls and boys would impact future plans.  

Status attainment, life course and social psychology emphasize different aspects of 

adolescence, and yet, each contributes to how we think about and study adolescence. From 

these perspectives derive an interest in the plans toward achievement adolescents make for 

their futures, as these plans can shape the direction that their lives will take (see Meeus, 

Goede, Kox and Hurrelmann 1992; Settersten, Furstenberg and Rumbaut 2005), as well as 

the outcomes and attainments they achieve (Sewell and Hauser 1975; Duncan, Featherman 

and Duncan 1972). In looking toward the future, adolescents’ aspirations should affect what 

choices they make, and in focusing on their aspirations, the scope of choices that would be 

available later in their lives narrows (Pimentel 1996). Similarly, aspirations can also prolong 

participation in a domain, such as aspiring for a professional degree which will involve 

decisions that extend involvement in school (Sewell and Shah 1976, 1968). Prolonged 

involvement in school can further delay entry into the full-time labor market (Modell 1989; 
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Peters, Guit and Rooijen 1992) and family formation (Modell 1989; Elder and O’Rand 

1995). Conversely, planning for or being oriented toward family has implications for school 

and paid work (Gerson 1985; Moen 1992). My project brings these three perspectives 

together, while simultaneously providing for the dynamic and multidimensionality of 

adolescent future plans.  

Adolescent experiences in family, education and work also shape plans and self 

development (Gecas 2003), which can contribute to persistence in future plans or change. 

Adolescence is a unique period in that simultaneously adolescents aspire for their life 

achievements, are encouraged to expand their experiences, try new things, and perhaps take 

risks, yet they also need to prepare for their lives as adults. While the life course is a 

“sequence of status passages” (Heinz 1997:12) marked by transitions from one stage of life 

to another, adolescence sets the tone.  

Experiences during this time may also impact the level and change in aspirations 

during this period. An individual’s family of orientation contributes to aspirations (Sewell 

and Hauser 1975), motivation (see Farmer 1985) and available resources (Blau and Duncan 

1967; Sewell, Hauser and Wolf 1980). For example, stability within the family can provide 

the confidence to change one’s plans or make a further commitment. Families also function 

as “gender factories” (see Berk 1985), contributing to the persistence of women as 

caregivers, and men as providers, through modeling this gendered division. Yet family can 

also promote egalitarian ideas (Thompson and Walker 1989) and facilitate greater cultural 

acceptance of mothers performing paid work and fathers providing more than financial 

resources (LaRossa 1988). Experiences in education (Sewell and Hauser 1975; Sewell, 

Hauser and Wolf 1980) and work (Mortimer 2003) further contribute to adolescents’ future 



 

 33

attainments. It is also during this period that individuals’ social networks expand and one’s 

geographic mobility increases (see Shanahan and Flaharty 2001), which can contribute to 

new ideas and further self development (Gecas 2003) or create a climate of instability for 

adolescents’ expectations of adulthood (Jacobs 1991; Rindfuss 1991).  

Stability or change leading up to this transition can have ramifications throughout 

adolescents’ lives. For example, youth who consistently aspire to complete college have 

developed a sense of self and made preparations that are likely to result in attaining their 

goal. Successful completion may also be more likely for the adolescent whose aspirations 

increase over time as opposed to aspirations that decrease. Yet research has neglected to 

investigate this dynamic aspect of the life course.  

We know that in the last 20 years adolescent attitudes toward work and family have 

changed for both women and men. There is a greater acceptance of women working, 

especially for those with preschool-aged children (Johnson and Mortimer 2000). Changes in 

the economy, combined with women’s educational and occupational aspirations reaching the 

level of men’s, and in some cases exceeding them (Denneheny and Mortimer 1993; Marini, 

Fan, Finley and Beutel 1996), have contributed to attitudinal shifts away from traditional 

gender roles (Marini and Greenberger 1978). Women are also cognizant of potential work-

family role conflicts, though many women appear to be overly optimistic as to how they will 

overcome such problems (Aronson 1999). As attitudes have changed, young women and men 

appear more aware about their futures, which could lead to stability in aspirations even if 

their expectations are unstable (Jacobs 1991; Rindfuss 1991).  

Still, less is known about when men and women become aware of these issues. In 

other words, we need to ask: do their plans for the future change during adolescence? Though 
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the aspirations youth have will affect the choices they make as they transition into adulthood, 

aspirations are typically examined within single dimensions (i.e. work or family) and at a 

single point in time (senior year in high school). If, as both life course scholars (see Larson, 

Brown and Mortimer 2002; Mortimer and Larson 2002) and social psychologists (see 

Meesus, deGoede, Kox and Wurrelman 1992) argue, adolescence is a time of 

experimentation and change; we should expect that aspirations and expectations fluctuate 

during this time. Adolescents should be “trying on” different plans for their future 

attainment—perhaps one that is highly ambitious, such as being a rocket scientist, and one 

that is more easily attainable like becoming an aircraft mechanic. High school also offers 

opportunities to take a wider range of courses that could shift the direction an adolescent 

aspires towards; perhaps a high school economics course ignites a deeper interest in pursuing 

a college degree. Beyond occupational and educational aspirations, how adolescents think 

about their future family lives could shift as they meet potential partners, date and have 

romantic relationships. Clearly, there is good reason to believe that aspirations and 

expectations change during adolescence, which suggests that research needs to incorporate 

the potential for change within this period of the life course.  

Research Questions 
 Combining work and family roles is something that most people will do within their 

lives. Importantly, the ways in which men and women plan to combine these roles has 

implications throughout the life course. Women in particular risk economic well-being for 

themselves and their families if life events such as childbirth or entry/exit from the labor 

market do not occur in a particular order. Further, for women combining paid work and 

family roles, there appears to be an optimal sequence for transitions that can be seen through 
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women’s earnings. Yet, as cultural expectations shift, many men want to be more involved in 

child rearing (Coltrane 1996). If adolescence is a key period within the life course, to what 

degree are adolescents aware and preparing to embark on these multiple roles?  Aronson’s 

(1999) work suggests that young women are overly optimistic. What of young men? Are they 

any better at considering the difficulties that lie ahead? Gerson (1985) found that women 

expressed a preference for pursuing either a work career or family career, though Garey 

(1999) finds women weaving together work and motherhood. Garey further argues that 

descriptions of women as choosing or being oriented toward either work or family miss the 

mark, neglecting the information we have about mothers and their labor force participation 

(see Folbre 1991; Kessler-Harris 1981). Townsend (2002) found that men desire a package 

deal — that is, kids, being married, a steady job and owning a home — all of which were 

interconnected elements. Importantly, work and family roles need to be understood as 

coexisting, occurring in relation to one another as well as to other roles held within the life 

course. Lives are multidimensional, but they also change. To better understand both the 

multidimensionality and dynamism of the life course, I investigate the aspirations and 

expectations adolescents have for the most prevalent roles that people hold over the life 

course.  

 As adolescence is a portal for understanding the life course, particularly events in 

adulthood, this period offers the opportunity to see how young women and men are thinking 

about their adult lives. Research on adolescence considers the multiple domains whereby 

roles and activities occur but does so independently (see Mortimer 2003); work, family and 

education must be considered simultaneously. Bronfenbrenner (1979) for example, calls for 

the inclusion of the many dimensions of life in order to understand how they play out for 
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human development. Likewise, Mortimer explains this best, “The consequences of 

participation in any particular domain may depend on the ways it affects experiences in 

others” (2003:48). Specifically, I argue that during adolescence young women and men 

develop cognitive orientations toward their lives that include the dimensions of work, family 

and education, and these can remain stable or change. In contrast to a uni-dimensional 

conception of being oriented toward work or choosing family, a cognitive orientation is the 

configuration of future plans for work, family and education. At a single point in time, an 

adolescent’s cognitive orientation describes their future plans in relation to work, family and 

school. The successive combination of cognitive orientations would comprise a cognitive 

pathway, which would allow for stability and change over time.  

 Importantly, while adolescence is a significant period of the life course, adolescent 

ideas about or plans for the future are not necessarily crystallized. Experiences within the 

domains of school, employment and family may be inconsistent, or as Schneider and 

Stevenson (1999) found, adolescent experiences did not align with where adolescents 

envisioned themselves as adults. Specifically, most adolescents did not see their present work 

experiences as important to the adult occupations to which they aspired (Schneider and 

Stevenson 1999). Given the long transition to adulthood, adolescent ideas about their futures 

may be quite vague at this time of life.  

 Various perspectives emphasize precursors that indicate experiences with family-of-

origin, education and work during the period of adolescence, which predict later life 

attainments. Also, this period of the life course affords youth the opportunity to contemplate 

and plan for their future, and those plans are intertwined with the self-concept. Yet, how such 

precursors are related to adolescent cognitive orientations remains unclear.   
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 I have two primary issues for investigation: first, the configurations of adolescent 

aspirations and expectations toward work, family and education during this period of the life 

course; and two, assessing the precursors to and the consequences of these configurations. 

Based on prior work, I am interested in determining what the cognitive orientations of young 

women and men look like. Are their cognitive orientations different? Are the cognitive 

orientations of adolescents stable or do they change between 9th and 12th grade? Are there 

gender differences in the stability or change of the cognitive orientations (in other words, do 

the cognitive orientations of girls change between the two time points, but not the boys’)?  

 I will also examine the degree to which precursors, including family-of-origin, 

education and work experiences, are related to cognitive orientations. Finally, I will explore 

the relationship of cognitive pathways to later life attainments in adulthood. In other words, I 

will examine how cognitive orientations match up to adult role configurations, specifically 

those of work, family and education.  

Conclusion 
Adolescence offers a period within the life course to examine how ideas for the future 

coalesce and potentially change during this time. The configurations of adolescent aspirations 

and expectations tell us how adolescents see adulthood, and to a lesser extent about the 

conceptualization of the roles they will later occupy. Within formal institutions of school, 

work or family, adolescents can grow less sure of themselves as they approach adulthood, 

shifting the configuration of aspirations and expectations, altering their orientations. We can 

also better understand the influence that family, school and work experiences have in shaping 

adolescent orientations, and the consequences of those orientations for adult attainments. For 

example, are adolescents whose ideas for the future are uncertain more or less likely to 
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achieve their goals? These are empirical questions that I investigate to further our 

understanding of life course formation and differences in that formation for men and women.  
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CHAPTER 3  

Investigating Cognitive Orientations: Data and Methods 
 

In this chapter, I discuss the data, measures and methods employed for assessing the 

dynamic and multidimensionality of people’s lives by examining adolescent cognitive 

orientations. With longitudinal data using latent class modeling, I investigate three issues. 

First, what do adolescent cognitive orientations look like? In other words, what are the 

configurations of aspirations and expectations during adolescence, specifically the first and 

last years of high school? Second, I assess the precursors to and the outcomes of the 

adolescent cognitive orientations. Third, I examine whether there are gender differences in 

the cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and boys. In particular, I look at the 

configurations of adolescent girls and boys, as well as differences in the effects of precursors 

and outcomes. I employ a series of basic covariates to assess differences in life experiences 

as affected by adolescents’ future plans. There are three parts to the chapter. In the first part, I 

discuss the value of longitudinal data for life course research as related to the data used for 

my dissertation, the Youth Development Study. The second part reviews the measures 

constructed to study life course formation. For the third and final section, I detail the 

statistical method used for this project.  

Data 
Longitudinal panel data allow systematic follow-up with the same individuals each 

year (see Menard 1991), and this type of data is best suited to research questions that seek “to 

describe patterns of change” (Menard 1991:5). To examine period effects and planfulness on 

the life course, Elder (1974) and Clausen (1991) used longitudinal data from what is now the 
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Institute of Human Development8, which began collecting data in 1928. Much of the status 

attainment findings derive from the Wisconsin Longitudinal Study (WLS) which has 

followed 10,317 men and women who graduated from Wisconsin High Schools in 1957.9 

More recent findings on work and attainment have used the Occupational Changes in a 

Generation Survey, collected in 1962 and again in 197210 (See Shanahan, Miech and Elder 

1998).  

In looking to examine the stability of future plans, longitudinal data collected during 

high school provides an ideal source for examining the dynamics of adolescent future plans. 

Additionally, a prospective design that asks questions each year about the adolescents’ future 

provides a more sound measure for detecting change as it occurs, rather than relying on a 

respondent’s reflection about the past (see Eisenhower, Mathiowetz, and Morganstein 1991; 

Tourangeau 1984; Axinn, Pearce and Ghimire 199911). In consideration of these issues, I use 

data from the Youth Development Study (YDS). The YDS has been generously supported by 

the National Institutes of Child and Human Development and the National Institute of Mental 

Health. The YDS data allow me to look at the configurations of adolescent aspirations and 

expectations, to assess the influences on those configurations, and to match the 

configurations to roles and attainments in adulthood. 

The YDS is a longitudinal panel study designed to investigate work experiences and 

mental health in the transition to adulthood. To date, the YDS has collected 15 waves of data. 

My project begins with two waves (1 and 4) when respondents were attending high school, as 
                                                 
8 When the longitudinal studies began at the University of California, Berkeley, it was the Institute of Child 
Welfare. Three studies began between 1928 and 1931: The Guidance Study, The Berkeley Growth Study, and 
Adolescent Growth Study (currently called the Oakland Growth Study). Additional details can be found in 
Clausen (1991).  
9 Additional information on the WLS can be found at http://www.disc.wisc.edu/wls/. 
10 Details can be found at http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/cocoon/ICPSR/STUDY/06162.xml.  
11 These authors also detail the value of Life History Calendars in respondent recall. 
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well as the experiences when respondents are 25-26 years of age (Wave 11). A random 

sampling of participants was drawn from the list of ninth grade students enrolled in the St. 

Paul public school system in 1987. The 1,139 parents who provided consent for their teens to 

participate represent 64% of those invited to participate. Student surveys were administered 

during school and students were paid ten dollars for completing each survey. Retention 

during these early years is over 90%, and to date it remains over 70% (see Appendix: Table 

A.1).  

Though sample retention is consistent over the life of the study, there are fewer cases 

over time. Sample attrition is often a concern with longitudinal data collection as it may 

contribute to significant changes in the characteristics of the sample retained over time. For 

the YDS, Mortimer (2003) finds consistency across the demographic features of the panel 

from Wave 1 through Wave 10, which is encouraging given that typically participants from 

higher socio-economic standings or who are more successful are more apt to continue 

participating in such research. With respect to this project, subject retention is fairly high for 

the 1000 cases available from Wave 1 (in the general or non-Hmong panel), with fewer than 

10% lost four years later in Wave 4 (N=932). Wave 11 marks just over a 25% loss of 

participants, with the sample size dipping to 726 cases. For my project, cases were selected if 

they completed a survey in both Wave 1 and Wave 4, providing a final sample of 927 cases. 

Of additional importance for my analysis are the parents’ surveys. The preponderance of 

completed parent surveys occurred during the initial year of data collection, when 95.9% of 

adolescents had at least one parent complete a survey, whereas in Wave 4 less than 80% of 

adolescents had a parent complete a survey.  
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According to Stevens et al. (1992) the sample (N=1105) represents the population 

from which it was drawn. In particular, the racial and ethnic distribution resembled that of 

the St. Paul School District at the time of the first collection. For this project, due to cultural 

differences in expectations of adult roles for young men and women, Hmong participants are 

excluded. The full sample distribution consists predominantly of working and middle class 

whites — 74 percent of the sample population identify as white, 10 percent as African 

American, 5 percent Hispanic, 4 percent Asian, 1 percent Native American and 6 percent as 

mixed race, with the remainder not identifying their race. Finch and colleagues (1991) 

investigated the potential of socio-economic selection bias, finding no evidence to suggest 

problems. The sample, however, does not claim to be nationally representative.  

The final sample for analysis consists of 496 females and 431 males (N= 927). The 

smaller sample is the result of excluding the Hmong students. Additionally, there were a 

limited number of students who did not complete a Wave 4 survey, thus these cases were 

omitted.12 Of 496 adolescent girls, 75.4% are white and 93.8% were born in the United States 

(see Table 3.313). The income of the girls’ families ranged from less than $5,000 to over 

$100,000, with a mean of 5.99 or roughly $30,000 to $39,000 dollars (in 1987). Of the 431 

boys, 76.2% are white and like the girls, over 90% of the boys were born in the United 

States. Distribution of family income for the boys is also similar to the girls, with a mean 

value of 5.78 or $20,000-$29,000. 

                                                 
12 Though less than 10% of participants neglected to complete a survey in Wave 4, selection bias can have 
implications for the results. Those students who participate self-select into the study and may be different 
compared to those who don’t participate. At this stage, students may have dropped out.  
13 Across the covariates there are a limited number of missing cases for each measure. Table 3.1 lists the given 
total N for Wave 1 and Wave 4 by gender.  
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Measures 
As discussed in Chapter 2, adolescence is a period within the life course that offers 

particular insight into the transition into adulthood (e.g., Mortimer 2003), adult attainments 

(e.g. Blau and Duncan 1967), social psychological process of development (see Gecas 2003) 

and gender differentiation (through peer interaction, Maccoby 1998; norms, Crosenoe 2000; 

Adler and Adler 1998; and gender schema, Bem 1981, 1983). Adolescent aspirations and 

expectations are of particular interest because these indicate what goals adolescents have and 

how likely they believe it is that they can attain those goals. Aspirations provide a targeted 

measure of adolescents’ goals—that is, the direction they would like their lives to take. 

Expectations indicate whether adolescents see themselves reaching their goals. Unlike 

aspirations, expectations require that respondents reflect on their goals in consideration of 

themselves and any perceived barriers to accomplishing their goals. In this project, it is the 

combination of adolescent aspirations and expectations across the three domains of 

education, work and family which comprise a cognitive orientation. In addition, the effects of 

conventional influences of family, adolescent work experiences and school performance on 

adolescent cognitive orientations are estimated in 12th grade. Finally, adult outcomes are 

regressed on these same 12th grade cognitive orientations. Both roles and attainments are 

measured in Wave 11 for these former adolescents; in Wave 11, YDS respondents are 24-25 

years of age.   

In Waves 1 and 4, 9th and 12th grade respectively, the YDS aspiration and expectation 

questions are asked under the heading of “Plans for the future.” The background covariates 

are measures that derive from Wave 1 and Wave 4; adolescent measures are from Wave 4, 
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whereas parent/family measures are from Wave 1.14 Measures of the adult roles and 

attainments come from the Wave 11 data collection, which consisted of conventional survey 

questions and a life history calendar.15 In the following sections, I review the measures in 

more detail. 

Adolescence in 9th and 12th Grade 

Education. As youth move beyond family socialization experiences, education evolves into 

the primary context for interaction with peers and other adults. Education provides a forum 

for the transmission and reinforcement of cultural ideas such as gender roles (Maccoby 1998; 

Crosenoe 2000; Adler and Adler 1998; Thorne 1993), and learning how to relate with and 

compare oneself to others (Gecas 2003). Status-attainment scholars also argue that education 

grows in importance for both educational and occupational attainment (Sewell and Hauser 

1980; Sewell and Shah 1976, 1968), which affects socioeconomic status. Considering the 

importance of education within adolescence and to the development of the life course, I use 

educational aspirations and expectations to measure the degree to which youth anticipate or 

envision themselves continuing their education. Additionally, the educational goals may 

contribute to the direction and shape of their adult lives (see for example Modell 1989; 

Peters, Guit and Rooijen 1992).   

Adolescent respondents were specifically asked the level of education that they hoped 

to achieve within their lifetime; respondents were asked to indicate the level of education that 

they would like to achieve on a scale from low to high: “(1) less than high school graduate” 

to (6) “Ph.D. or professional degree.” High scores represent higher levels of educational 

                                                 
14As parent participation rates were higher in Wave 1, parent data were used for the family/parent measures. 
15 Though measures for this project do not explicitly use data collected via the life history calendar, such 
instruments improve the accuracy of respondent recall (Axinn, Pearce and Ghimire 1999).   
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aspiration; conversely, low scores represent lower levels of educational aspiration. The 

educational expectations response scale is identical to that of the aspirations; however, 

students were asked what level did they “really think” they would complete. Based on the 

relative distribution for both educational measures, response scales are condensed into 5 

categories, which are reported in Table 3.1. The two lowest categories are combined into a 

single category (less than high school and high school into a single category). The two 

highest categories are also collapsed (Master’s is combined with the Ph.D. and professional 

degree). The “don’t know” categories for both the aspiration and expectation measures 

remain.  

Work. During the life course, the effects of employment resonate throughout different 

domains, most readily to family (see for example Moen 2003). Additionally, for many, work 

directly relates to socioeconomic status, and generally plays a role in an individual’s identity 

(Hughes 1971; Bennet and Alexander 1987; Marx Ferree 1976). Conversely, employment is 

also shaped by educational attainments (Blau and Duncan 1967; Featherman 1971). Thus, for 

adolescents, the occupation in which they intend to seek employment is important, as it 

affects other roles they will hold in adulthood.  

In the YDS, respondents were asked what job they would like to go into once they 

have completed their education; full-time homemaker is explicitly stated as an option in the 

question. The occupational aspirations of YDS respondents — that is, the specific jobs 

listed— were originally coded using the 1980 census codes (see Stevens and Hoisington 

1987). Previously, occupational prestige scores were a central mechanism that served to 

indicate variability in occupational choice. More recently, Hauser and Warren (1997) urge 

researchers to focus on the specific aspects of interest when empirically investigating  
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Table 3.1 Percent Distribution and Means for Observed Variables, YDS. 

Girls Boys Girls Boys
EDUCATION
  Aspiration 

Don't Know 14.90% 15.10% 5.80% 19.30%
High School 10.30% 8.40% 3.20% 4.80%
Jr. College 6.50% 9.30% 20.20% 14.30%
BA/BS College 22.00% 31.50% 25.60% 26.70%
MA/PhD 46.40% 33.60% 45.20% 34.90%

  Expectation
Don't Know 11.70% 11.30% 6.00% 18.20%
High School 17.50% 19.30% 8.30% 11.30%
Jr. College 10.10% 15.60% 30.20% 20.00%
BA/BS College 32.70% 31.70% 30.20% 31.30%
MA/PhD 28.00% 22.10% 25.20% 19.30%

OCCUPATION
  Aspiration  55.26 53.23 49.47 54.14
  Expectation

Don't Know 1.80% 4.40% 0.60% 10.30%
Very Certain 39.50% 35.90% 52.20% 42.30%
Somewhat Certain 43.50% 42.30% 37.30% 34.00%
Not Very Certain 11.50% 12.00% 6.70% 9.90%
Not At All Certain 3.60% 5.50% 3.20% 3.40%

  Uncertainty
Don't Know 11.90% 23.00% 12.70% 19.80%
Responded 88.10% 77.00% 87.30% 80.20%

FAMILY
  Marriage 

Don't Know 10.30% 13.80% 10.90% 24.10%
Yes, Quite Sure 38.50% 33.60% 62.90% 45.70%
No, Less Certain 51.20% 52.60% 26.20% 30.10%

  Children
Don't Know 1.80% 5.10% 1.20% 11.70%
Zero Children 9.70% 14.90% 5.60% 12.00%
1 Child 14.50% 13.80% 13.30% 9.70%
2 Children 46.80% 27.20% 47.20% 45.30%
3+ Children 27.20% 20.50% 32.70% 21.40%

N 496 431 496 431

Wave 1 Wave 4
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occupations,16  and they caution against using composite socioeconomic indexes that mask 

gender difference. In consideration of these issues, I use the occupational wage measure, as 

outlined by Hauser and Warren (1997). The YDS occupations were matched to the 1990 

census codes and assigned a value following the Hauser and Warren17 schema. To hone in on 

the occupational factor of interest, Hauser and Warren (1997) used the percentage of workers 

in each specified occupation that earned more than $14.30 per hour in 1989, which for 35 

hours a week of work at 50 weeks per year equates to $25,000 a year.18 In 1989, twenty-five 

thousand dollars was the median income. Hauser and Warren (1997) essentially calculated a 

scale using a started logit transformation, consisting of the proportion of workers earning 

more the $14.30, where yi equals percentage above the earnings threshold ($14.30):  

   1) 

 

Using a started logit transformation eliminates extreme or undefined values as a result of 

logarithmic function that would result when the observed percentage is near or at 0 or 100 

(Mosteller and Tukey 1979). To simplify my analysis, I exponentiated the Hauser and 

Warren (1997) started logit values by converting the scores to positive values instead of  

using values ranging from negative to positive infinity.19  

                                                 
16 In addition, Hauser and Warren (1997) conclude that measures of prestige are scientifically obsolete. 
17 Following Nakao and Treas (1994) census coding, Hauser and Warren also exclude the following 3 
classifications: Brickmasons’ & Stonemasons’ Apprentices (564), Carpenters Apprentices (569), and Tool and 
Die Maker Apprentices (635). 
18 Hauser and Warren (1997:201) also calculated the wage measure using earnings of $25,000 as the threshold. 
19 The coefficient once again becomes the odds of an event occurring relative to the event not occurring. 
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 As logit estimates are the logged odds on a dependent variable, which are not readily 

interpretable, I convert the values from the exponentiated started logit to a more usable 

coefficient. Specifically, I use the conversion outlined in Miech, Eaton and Liang (2003):  

  2)    where 

 

      which equals the started logit transformation  

 

 

In equation 2), (P) is the probability, (Z) is the started logit value supplied by Hauser and 

Warren, and where Ze  is the exponentiated value of the started logit. For purposes of 

adolescent aspirations, the value of (P) is interpreted as the probability of earning $25,000 a 

year given the occupation to which an adolescent aspired. In other words, the Ze  is converted 

into interpretable estimates that allow for a meaningful understanding of aspirations in 

comparison to one another.  

 Put another way, instead of using prestige score as defined by the occupational code, 

the Hauser and Warren value of earnings within a particular occupation is used to indicate 

the level of occupational aspiration. For example, the Hauser and Warren calculated value 

from the started logit (equation 1) is -.08 for an elementary school teacher. For my analysis, 

the value would be exponentiated, meaning exp(-.08) which is equal to .92, then using Ze  or 

.92, the estimate is converted using equation 2 into 47.88. Using the value calculated through 

equation 2 allows for a direct interpretation of adolescent occupational aspirations. In this 

example, (P) equals 47.88. Here, the value of 47.88 means that adolescents who aspired to be 

elementary school teachers are aspiring for a job where 47.88% of occupants earned $25,000 
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or more in 1989. This allows for comparison of occupation based aspirations across 

individuals as some jobs will have a higher percentage of occupants earning $25,000 or more 

and hence have higher values and other jobs will have a lower percentage of occupants 

earning the same amount.  In the context of our models, classes of respondents will have 

occupational aspirations that differ in terms of the mean level (across occupational 

aspirations of the classified respondents) of the percentage of occupational occupants who 

would earn $25,000 or more.  In essence, this yields a ratio measure with a standard metric 

that can be compared across individuals and classes. 

 Following the occupational aspiration question in the YDS survey, respondents were 

asked about the degree to which they are certain about obtaining their aspired occupation. 

Responses are on a 4 point Likert scale ranging from (1) very certain to (4) not at all certain. 

I used this measure to indicate the degree to which the respondent expected to achieve their 

previously stated occupational goal.  

Family. The effects of family over the life course are clearly established. To measure future 

ideas about family, I use expectations about marriage and the number of children. Marriage is 

a key marker of the transition into adulthood (see Mortimer 2003), and the YDS respondents 

were asked whether they expected to marry. Respondents had six response categories to 

choose from: “1) Yes, quite sure I will marry”; “2) Yes, I will probably marry”; “3) Don’t 

know”; “4) No, I probably won’t marry”; “5) No, quite sure I won’t marry” and “6) I am 

already married.” The few responses of “already married” were combined with the “quite 

sure” category. Additionally, based on the response distribution, categories 1 and 2 were 

collapsed (Yes; quite sure), as were categories 4 and 5 (No; less certain).  
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Respondents were asked an open ended question about the number of children they 

expect to have, which I use as an additional measure of family orientation. Respondents 

could report zero to indicate no expectation of children. For a small number of cases, 

respondents indicated a range of children they expected to have in the future and both 

numbers were coded (low/high). The Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the two 

responses (low/high) reveals that there is little variation between these measures (Wave 1 

.976, significant at the .001 level; Wave 4 .959, significant at the .001 level). As there are no 

significant differences between the high and low measure of the number of children, the 

lower values are used.  

Missing Data - Uncertainty. As I discuss in the previous chapter, there are likely some 

youth who are uncertain about what they will do in the future in some or all of these 

domains. In seeking to understand how adolescents envision their lives, a degree of 

uncertainty is a reasonable assumption for some of the respondents. As such, treatment of 

missing data through imputation (Little and Rubin 1987; Allison 2000) or assignment of the 

mean value for the purposes of my analysis would eliminate the possibility of uncertainty 

across responses. In three of the measures used in this project, “don’t know” is an available 

option within the response categories, specifically education aspirations and expectations, as 

well as expectations for marriage. For these measures, respondents can indicate they don’t 

know what their ideas for the future are in these domains. However, with measures of 

occupational aspirations and expectations, or expectations about future children, response 

options did not allow for an explicit “don’t know.” In order to assess the degree of 

uncertainty across the occupation and children measures, I treat non-responses (blank or no 

response indicated) to those questions as participant uncertainty to the survey question. In 
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other words, if the participant did not answer the occupational aspiration question, leaving 

the line blank, I assume that the adolescent is uncertain about their occupational aspiration. 

The non-response is not a refusal to answer, but rather conveys that the adolescent is 

uncertain about what they want to do in the future.20  

 Conceptually treating the missing data as being uncertain about the future is highly 

salient to my research questions. Table 3.2 reports the distributions of don’t know and 

missing responses for each measure. In Wave 1, 13.70% of adolescents indicated “don’t 

know” in response to how far would they like to go in school, which dropped to 7.50% who 

responded “don’t know” in Wave 4. In comparison, less than 1% of responses were missing 

to these questions. A similar pattern emerges with educational expectations, which suggests 

that when adolescents are given the option they indicate “don’t know” versus leaving the 

question blank.   

 Questions about occupational aspirations that lack a “don’t know” option have a 

much higher rate of non-response, with over 15.86% in Wave 1 and almost 12% in Wave 4 

not indicating an occupational aspiration. The distribution for occupational aspiration is 

similar to that of the indicated don’t know responses suggesting that missing responses to the 

occupational inquiry are uncertainty. Open-ended questions can result in increased blank 

responses21, yet, later in the surveys very few participants left the number of children 

question blank (2.3% Wave 1, 1.83% Wave 4). The lack of missing responses regarding 

                                                 
20 An additional consideration would be self-selection, as in the case of students uncertain about their future 
who neglect to continue participating in the YDS. However, as Mortimer (2003) explains, across a variety of 
characteristics  (key psychological and behavioral indicators, substance abuse, socio-economic status, etc.) of 
the sample, student responses are consistent from Wave 1 – Wave 10. For this project, the differences between 
participants who remain from Wave 1 to Wave 4 is not likely an influence on the prevalence of missing data nor 
the overarching outcome of cognitive orientations that is a focus of this project.  
21 See Babbie’s The Practice of Social Research (2003). In addition, Griffin, Cook, Guyatt and Charles (1999) 
compare missing data across responses in survey data and find higher rates of non-response for open-ended 
compared to close-ended questions.  
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children lends further support for treatment of the non-responses as uncertainty versus 

refusals in answering the questions.  

 Consistent with differences between open and close ended questions, across Waves 1 

and 4 YDS participants marked a response to the occupational expectation question even 

though the previous question to which the occupational expectation question is in reference 

to is left blank. One explanation may be that participants are providing a response that is 

actually related to the previous question, such that they are indicating the degree of certainty 

related to their occupational aspirations even when subjects don’t know what their 

occupational aspiration is; they are quite certain they don’t know. Another less palatable 

explanation may be that participants simply indicated an answer, which diminishes the 

validity for this measure. However, across the measures, when provided a “don’t know” 

option, missing or non-response is quite low, less than 2.5%. If we assume that twice as 

many of the missing or non-response on the variables without a “don’t know” option were 

just that —missing, that still leaves as many as 10% of YDS participants not providing any 

answer. Instead, I argue the distribution demonstrates reasonable consistency across the 

measures between those answers of “don’t know” and non response that the missing answers 

are indications of participants not knowing, and without having an option to indicate “don’t 

know” left the response blank.22 

 Across the domains of education and occupation, the prevalence of missing data is 

minimal and the level of don’t know responses varies. In other words, participants did not 

                                                 
22 This also creates the question of why participants did not just write in “don’t know” to the open ended 
questions, and my speculation to this is related to effort and the purpose of the study. It is less effort to leave the 
response blank versus write in the “don’t know” response. Additionally, the survey contains many questions 
around employment, education, etc. such that the participant may not want to indicate “don’t know” to a 
question or questions considered key to the project.  
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skip all of the questions, but selectively omitted answers to survey questions. This points to 

the non-responses as also being non-ignorable, meaning not randomly omitted. As Baker 

(1996) demonstrates, non-response in reporting income is more likely to occur with higher 

income levels. Additionally, non-response was also more likely to occur with respect to the 

number of sexual partners when there are more sexual partners (Baker 1996). In other words, 

where the questions are perceived as sensitive, there is an increased likelihood of not 

answering the question. In relation to the YDS, my assertion here is that non-response occurs 

as a result of adolescents being uncertain about their future goals for occupations or 

marriage, which are likely to be sensitive topics for some adolescents. Given the variation in 

non-response, it is reasonable to treat the omissions as indicating adolescents are uncertain 

about what they will do in the future, particularly as adolescents draw closer to transitioning 

into adult roles. 
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Table 3.2 Percent Distribution of Missing Responses to Observed Variables. 

Wave 1 Wave 4

EDUCATION
Aspirations 

don't know 13.70% (127) 7.50% (70)
missing <1.0% (4) <1.0% (1)

Expectations
don't know 10.00% (93) 6.90% (64)

missing <1.0% (6) <1.0% (4)
OCCUPATION

Aspirations  
missing 15.86% (147) 11.97% (111)

Expectations
missing 2.37% (22) <1.0% (7)

FAMILY
Marriage 

don't know 10.14% (94) 12.29% (114)
missing 1.62% (15) <1.0% (7)

Children
missing 2.37% (22) 1.83% (17)

N= 927
Note: Numbers in parenthesis indicate actual number  of missing and don't know responses  

 In regards to the occupational aspiration measure, there are more non-responses than 

for the follow-up question regarding occupational expectation (whether the adolescent 

expects to attain the listed aspiration). It may also be that respondents simply refused to 

answer the question. Yet, as Riphahn and Serfling (2005) argue, missing values that are 

“don’t know” should not be mixed with item non-responses. The difficulty for this project is 

that there is no mechanism for distinguishing the difference.23 Thus, for the purposes of my 

                                                 
23 Riphan and Serfling (2005) conducted survey interviews whereby respondents who did not respond to the 
question, of which a ‘don’t know’ option was not provided, were asked the question again with ‘don’t know’ as 
an option. In their analyses, they found that don’t know responses could not be collapsed and treated as missing 
(i.e., adjusted through imputation).  With respect to the YDS, I assert that the non-responses are indicators of 
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analyses, I treat the non-responses as “don’t know” which is consistent with Babbie’s (1999) 

suggested treatments for missing data.  

While one may treat non-responses as non-ignorable measures to conceptually 

address adolescent uncertainty, in the 12th grade data non-responses to the occupational 

aspiration are problematic, as the likelihood estimates cannot be factored with only a part of 

the missing data (Little and Rubin 1987). To address this issue, from the adolescent 

occupational aspiration measure I created a dichotomous measure that indicates whether an 

occupational aspiration was specified or not: 0 for providing an answer the occupational 

aspiration question (indicating certainty), 1 for not answering the question (indicating 

uncertainty). This measure is included as part of the cognitive orientation analysis. 

Additionally, for the occupational aspiration measure the non-responses were coded to the 

mean value, and in the cognitive orientation tables coefficients for those latent classes are 

excluded from the tables. When imputing the missing data, the mean value is calculated from 

the disaggregated sample; the occupational aspiration mean value is separate for the 

adolescent girls and boys.  

Exogenous Covariates. Several factors appear to influence adolescent aspirations (e.g. Blau 

and Duncan 1967; Sewell and 1968),specifically and more generally: adolescent 

development (Gecas 2003; McLeod and Owens 2004). As gender operates throughout the 

life course, so too do race and nativity. Parental educational attainment, socio-economic 

status and family structure are typically used to explain the variation in adolescent 

educational and occupation aspirations. The experiences that adolescents have performing 

paid work and participating in school are also influential.   
                                                                                                                                                       
uncertainty and that if given the option of specifying uncertainty about future aspirations, most of the non-
responses would choose the uncertain or don’t know response.  
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 Table 3.3 reports the distribution and mean values of the exogenous reported 

measures, that is, without the missing values. The number of available cases for each 

covariate is listed in parentheses as there is missing data within each of the reported 

measures. To minimize the loss of information on family descriptives (i.e., family income, 

family structure), I use the information gleaned from either of the parent surveys from Wave 

1, which has a greater number of completed parent surveys than Wave 4. Some of the 

information is sensitive, such as income, and response rates to such questions are typically 

lower (for discussion see Riphahn and Serfling 2005; Knäuper, Belli, Hill and Herzog 1997).  

For students, reporting their GPAs may also be sensitive information, which may explain the 

lower rates of complete information. The work-duration measure is a composite of 

information supplied over the 4 years of high school, such that missing information within 

any of the waves mitigates participants having a response for this covariate. For the nominal 

measures of race, nativity, and family composition, missing values are imputed using the 

median of nearby points (SPSS v12). With respect to the continuous measures of parents’ 

education, family income, GPA and adolescent work, the missing values are imputed using 

the mean value within the sex-specific sample (e.g., girls or boys).24  

Race 

 Race and nativity (being born in the U.S.) are additional factors that affect how 

adolescents see their futures as adults. This occurs in three main ways. First, socialization 

processes contribute to individuals’ knowledge about and internalization of racial (and by 

                                                 
24 The mean values for parents’ education, family income, GPA and adolescent work are different for girls and 
boys. To reassign the mean values from the combined sample (both girls and boys) would minimize differences 
across these two groups. A primary aim of this project is to examine the extent to which the cognitive 
orientations of girls and boys differ as well as whether there are differences in the factors that influence their 
cognitive orientations.  
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extension nativity25) differences, even negative ideas about one’s own race (see Aboud 1988, 

Phinney and Rotheram 1993). Specifically, previous research has shown that African-

American children more frequently assign positive traits such as smart and friendly to Whites 

more often than to Blacks (Aboud 1988; Spencer and Markstom-Adams 1990). Second, 

racial ideas are commonly portrayed in the media, which has a far-reaching access to child 

audiences, shaping their ideas about race (see Cortes 2000; Graves 1996, 1999).26 In one 

example of this, Bigler, Averhart and Liben (2003) found that when children evaluated job 

statuses within a single race they associated African-Americans with medium or low status 

jobs. In contrast, European-Americans were more likely to be rated by the children as having 

higher status jobs. These racialized ideas have consequences for the types of occupations that 

adolescents will see as available to them (see Bigler, Averhart and Liben 2003).  

 As Conley and Glauber (2006) point out, studies have focused on racial differences in 

social mobility by focusing on family background (see Blau and Duncan 1967; Porter 1974; 

Portes and Wilson 1976). In this analysis I include a measure of race, because just as gender 

shapes the life course and the experiences of women and men differently, race operates 

throughout the life course affecting experiences.27 In this project, race and nativity are 

indicators of minority status, which usually have negative consequences. For example, 

                                                 
25 Nativity, like ethnicity, is meaningful and complicated in that how individuals conceptualize themselves and 
others based on these social categories has lived consequences. In the US, racial difference typically garners 
greater attention, but there are also differences based on nativity in educational attainment (see for example, 
Glick and White 2003). 
26 Television is a primary source, and analysis of both prime time and Saturday mornings reveal that despite an 
increase in African-American characters, these characters are performing predominantly low status jobs 
(Children NOW 1988; Greenberg and Brand 1993; Greenberg and Collette 1997). 
27 As Omi and Winant (1994) as well as others have convincingly argued, race has different meanings, and is 
historically specific. More to the point, there is no monolithic definition of what race means. In the context of 
this project, race is the self-identified classification of the YDS respondent using the categories provided in the 
survey. Though I speculate on the meaning of race, within this project race is a simplified measure to assess 
difference from white.  
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minority youth are less likely to have paid jobs (Committee 1998). Due to the skewed 

distribution, with most of the sample being white, race is dichotomously coded non-white (0) 

and white (1). Nativity is also a dichotomous measure (0 not born in the U.S., and 1 born in 

the U.S.). The distribution of the responses to the race question is listed in Table 3.3. The 

values for missing cases on these measures were imputed using the median of nearby points 

(SPSS v.12) within the specific sample (girls or boys).  

Family 

 As the influence of family on adolescence is well established, I include three separate 

measures to assess the different ways that families may affect adolescent cognitive 

orientations. I use measures of parents’ educational attainment, parents’ income and family 

structure. Higher levels of parental educational attainment positively influence adolescent 

educational and occupational aspirations (see Blau and Duncan 1967; Sewell and Shah 1967, 

1968; Sewell and Hauser 1975). The expectation here is that parents who have attained 

higher levels of education are likely to positively influence their children’s aspirations. In 

other words, adolescents will aspire to education levels that are consistent with their parents’ 

educational attainments (i.e., aspire to college if their parents went to college). To measure 

parents’ educational attainments, I use the parents’ self-reported completed educational level 

from the YDS parent surveys completed in Wave 1, as participation rates were higher than 

Wave 4.28 In cases where both parents responded, the higher value of mother's or father's 

education is used. Table 3.3 reports the distribution by gender.  

Family socio-economic status (SES) has positive effects on children’s educational 

and cognitive achievements (Alwin and Thorton 1984; Axinn, Duncan and Thorton 1997). 
                                                 
28 Parent surveys were conducted during Waves 1 and 4 of data collection. Table A.1 in the Appendix shows the 
number of parents who participated in each wave.  
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Additionally, the availability of economic resources can provide for further opportunities. 

For girls, social location is more closely linked to educational aspirations than it is to their 

occupational goals (Marini and Greenberger 1976; Debord, Griffen and Clark 1977). Girls 

will have higher educational aspirations if their families have the means to support that 

aspiration. Similarly, Somers, Cofer and VanderPutten (2002) revealed that students whose 

families had the highest incomes were more likely to attend a post-secondary institution 

compared to students whose families had the lowest incomes. Beyond attending college, the 

influence of SES may also affect expectations such that while students have high aspirations, 

their expectations for achieving those hopes are tempered due to insufficient resources. In 

other words, adolescents may have aspirations for a 4-year degree, however, lacking 

economic resources their expectations may be lessened to attending junior college.  

To measure socio-economic status, I use family income. The value of family income 

is derived from the income as reported by the father, and when there is no report by the 

father, then the mother's reported value is used.29 Parent respondents did not record actual 

income, but were given 13 response categories ranging from less than $5,000 to more the 

$100, 000. The mean value of family income for girls is 5.99, which is between $20,000-

$29,000. For boys, the mean value of family income as reported is 5.78, which is comparable 

to the family income listed for the girls.  

 In addition to parents’ income as a measure of social location, family structure also 

contributes to life course development—particularly as certain types of family forms have 

fewer available resources than intact families (Teachman and Pasch 1998). For example, 

divorce negatively affects children’s health and well-being (Dawson 1991) and generally the  
                                                 
29 Though results obtained by Teach and Paasch (1998) suggest otherwise, the influence of parents’ income has 
a long history of value in assessing socio-economic status.  



 

 60

 

Table 3.3 Percent Distribution and Mean Values of Exogenous Covariates. 

Girls Boys
Race   

White 75.40% 76.20%
Other 24.60% 23.80%

 (487) (421)
Born in the U.S

Yes 93.80% 92.20%
No 6.20% 7.80%

(487) (420)

Parent's Education¹ 3.17 3.18
(471) (420)

Family Income¹ 5.99 5.78
(469) (418)

Family Structure² 
Lives with both parents 69.70% 70.20%

(495) (430)
Work Duration / Intensity

Not Working 4.60% 9.90%
Low / Low 24.10% 23.20%
Low / High 14.30% 23.20%
High / Low 30.60% 18.30%
High / High 26.40% 25.40%

(481) (405)

School GPA 7.63% 6.98%
(444) (383)

Full Sample N (496) (431)
¹ Reported from Wave 1 Parent Surveys; ² Reported from Wave 1 Surveys  

effects of divorce that typically result in single-parent families are consistently negative 

(Amato and Keith 1991). Negative results are often long-term in that as adults, children 

whose parents divorce experience lower socio-economic attainment, earnings, and education 

(Duncan and Duncan 1969; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Powell and Parcel 1997). 
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Beyond divorce, children from single-parent families suffer observed short-term negative 

effects on school performance and self-esteem (Mott, Kowaleski-Jones and Menaghan 1997). 

To assess the impact of family on adolescence, I use the family composition measure for 

Wave 1; adolescents reported who they lived with during the last year.30 Based on the 

distribution, I collapsed the 8 response categories into two: with two parents, and other. For 

both girls and boys, more than 65% live with two parents. 

Work  

Work experiences shape the life course, though as Mortimer’s (2003) research 

reveals, type of work and the amount adolescents work are important (see also Mortimer and 

Johnson 1999). In other words, the duration and intensity of work experiences have 

differential effects on the life course. Specifically, from previous research with the YDS, 

high school students who worked longer hours also drank more alcohol, exhibiting 

“adultlike” behavior (see Mortimer and Finch 1996). Additionally, students who perform 

poorly in school have “more pronounced work experiences” (Mortimer 2003:133), both 

positive and negative. Moreover, Mortimer (2003) reports those students who express 

satisfaction with earnings from high school employment also demonstrate less academic 

efficacy and educational aspirations. It may also be simply that exposure to different types of 

work provides positive or negative reinforcement for different occupations (e.g., fast food) or 

the importance of education for professional jobs or income (e.g., lawyer). Based on the 

relationships between adolescent work and school, as well as the lasting effects that work 

experiences can have for adolescents as they transition into adulthood, I expect that work 

                                                 
30 As with parent reported data in Wave 1, for family composition there are fewer missing values in Wave 1 as 
compared to Wave 4. 
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experiences would also affect the aspiration and expectation configurations of adolescents—

that is, their cognitive orientations.  

Following Mortimer’s adolescent work distinction, I use the same YDS work measure 

of adolescent employment experiences throughout high school, which documents how long 

the adolescent worked throughout high school (duration) and the average hours worked per 

week (intensity). There are 4 combinations of work duration and intensity as well as the 

possibility of not working in high school (see Table 3.3)31 over the 24 months of observation. 

Specifically, the low/low (occasional as described by Mortimer 200332) refers to the average 

number of months worked during the period of observation (9.8 for boys and 11.7 for girls) 

and less than 20 hours per week. The low/high (sporadic) describes working some of the 24 

months, specifically boys worked on average 10.4 months, and girls 11.8, both of whom 

worked on average over 20 hours per week. The high/low (steady) adolescents experienced 

fairly regular employment with both boys and girls working 22 of 24 months, though less 

than 20 hours per week. Finally, the high/high (most invested) are adolescents who worked 

most of the 24 months, boys 21.9 and 22.2 for girls, and over 20 hours per week. While there 

is variability across the duration/intensity of adolescent work, the mean months of work 

across the work/duration categories are closely aligned between girls and boys.  

School 

 As with differential effects of work experiences over the life course, school 

experiences also shape the life course (Chen and Kaplan 2001). Consistently, research 

                                                 
31 The distribution is consistent with data reported in Mortimer’s Working and Growing Up in America  (2003) 
see page 72. 
32 Each term in italics is the term Mortimer uses to describe the duration/intensity patterns observed in the YDS 
data. The reference numbers provided here are from Working and Growing Up in America, in which Mortimer 
(2003) details the work duration/intensity distribution by gender, what she refers to as “Patterns of investment 
in work” on page 72.  
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demonstrates that individuals with more education earn higher wages than those with less 

education (Jencks et al. 1979; Murnane, Willett, and Levy 1995; Sewell and Hauser 1980). 

Conversely, unemployment and lower levels of job satisfaction are more likely to be reported 

by high school dropouts (McCaul, Donaldson, Coladarci and Davis 1992; Rumberger 1983). 

As poor school performance predicts dropout rates (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack and Rock 

Kaplan, Peck and Kaplan 1997), good performance reinforces students’ commitment to 

education and enhances future academic performance (Ensminger and Slusarcick 1992). I use 

student self-reported grades (A to F – circle one)33 in the 12th grade (Wave 4) as a measure of 

academic performance that may also be indicative of their commitment to education. 

Students whose academic performance is good are expected to have greater commitment to 

education, compared to students who don’t perform as well in school. Table 3.3 lists the 

mean GPA of students in the 12th grade, which for girls is 7.63 or between a B and B- letter 

grade and for boys is 6.98 almost a B- average.  

  

Adult Attainments (Age 25) 

 In addition to looking at exogenous covariates that may influence adolescent 

cognitive orientations, I also look at the relationship of cognitive orientation to the 

attainments of the YDS adolescents when they are age 24 to 25 years (Wave 11). As 

discussed previously, aspirations and expectations within domains may relate to attainment 

within those same domains of work, education or family. Since the high school surveys, 

despite regular annual surveys from Wave 4 to Wave 11, sample attrition occurs. In the 

tables below (Table 3.4, Table 3.5), the available number of cases (N) for each measure of 
                                                 
33 Original coding was highest to lowest grade. For the analysis I reversed the ordering, so that a higher value 
referred to better grades.  



 

 64

adult attainment is provided. Missing information at this wave is more a result of sample 

attrition versus inquiring about sensitive information, although clearly income continues to 

garner fewer completes compared to other questions. Of the original 496 girls, there are a 

maximum of 407 valid cases in Wave 11, and from the 431 boys in Waves 1 and 4 there are a 

maximum of 297 valid cases. A total of 726 participants completed and returned a survey in 

Wave 11 72.4% of the original sample. Of those 726 respondents, 704 cases were used for 

assessing the relationship of adult outcomes to adolescent cognitive orientations. Each 

measure is described below. 

Education 

 Educational attainment is a primary indicator of status, in addition to being linked to 

occupation attainment (Meyer 1977; Parsons 1959; Schultz 1963) and income (Jencks et al. 

1979; Murnane, Willett, and Levy 1995; Sewell and Hauser 1980). Educational achievement 

or lack thereof, has repercussions for occupational choice and economic success. Further, for 

women, education can either limit parenthood or foster delays in the timing of childbearing 

in the life course (Rindfuss et al. 1987; also found in European women— see Liefbroer and 

Corijn 1999). Different attainments would be expected across different cognitive orientations 

and one would expect the effects to vary by gender.  

 In Wave 11, respondents were asked to report the highest level of education they had 

achieved. Respondents indicated their completed level of education by choosing one of 9 

categories. The first 8 response categories range from elementary/junior high school to Ph.D. 

or other professional degree. The ninth response category allowed respondents to write in 

“other degrees or diplomas”; these were excluded from the analysis. Tables 3.4 and 3.5 list 



 

 65

the mean value of completed education at age 25, which for girls is 4.46 and for boys is 4.2; 

four equates to an Associates Degree.  

Work  

 Employment is another indicator of status, which can also be linked to socio-

economic status. Relatedly, employment will also have implications for future work 

trajectories, particularly disruptions in employment, which typically negatively affect 

earnings (Taniguchi 1999; Reskin and Pavadic 1994) and family roles (Moen 1985; Hagestad 

1992). For example, increased participation in the labor market, particularly for women, 

contributes to shrinking family size (see Reskin and Pavadic 1994). The domains of 

education and family are likely to be affected by employment.  

 When examining adult attainments, I use occupational measures that are similar to the 

occupational aspirations variables used during high school. The first measure is whether 

respondents are currently employed (0 not employed, 1 employed), and the second measure 

is the respondents’ reported earned income during the two weeks prior to completing the 

survey. Tables 3.4 and 3.5 report the mean value of the reported earned income for the two 

week period. There is almost a 10% difference in employment between the girls (83.0%) and 

boys (92.3%) in their adult employment status. At age 25, the bi-weekly reported incomes 

are also different with men earning on average $314.61 more than the women.  

Table 3.4 Descriptive Statistics of Adult Attainments for Girls at Age 25, YDS Wave 11. 

N Minimum Maximum Mean or % SD
Education Completed 403 1 9 4.46 1.89
Employed 407 0 1 83.00% ─
Income 387 0 20000 882.69 1027.34
Number of Children 404 0 10 0.79 1.05
Parent 407 0 1 45.00% ─
Married 407 0 1 34.00% ─  
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Table 3.5 Descriptive Statistics of Adult Attainments for Boys at age 25, YDS Wave 11. 

N Minimum Maximum Mean or % SD
Education Completed 296 2 9 4.20 1.84
Employed 297 0 1 92.30% ─
Income 286 0 20000 1197.30 1319.83
Number of Children 295 0 10 0.41 0.79
Parent 296 0 1 31.40% ─
Married 296 0 1 33.40% ─  

Family 

 Beyond work, family is the other significant role that consumes time (Clarkberg and 

Moen 2001; Jacobs and Winslow 2004) and contributes to an individual’s identity (see for 

example Acker 1988; Gerson 1985). Family life also disrupts the work lives of both women 

and men (Moen 1985; Hagestad 1992), though typically more so for women. On average, 

married men work nine more hours per week compared to married women (Shelton and 

Firestone 1989). Conversely, Shelton (1992) estimates that by marrying, a woman adds, on 

average, nine hours of household labor to her week.  

 I use three measures for family. The first is whether respondents are currently 

married, the second is whether they have any children, and third is the number of children 

they have. Marriage is dichotomously coded not married (0), which could include divorced, 

widowed, and married (1). Similarly, having children is a dichotomous measure of not 

having children (0) or having a child/children (1), while the number of children is a 

continuous measure ranging from 0 to 10. Again, there is remarkable similarity at age 25 

between girls and boys with respect to marital status. However, almost half of the women 

have children compared to just less than one third of the men have children. Men also have 

fewer children compared to the women, though on average both report less than one child.  
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Method 

Cognitive Orientations and Latent Class Analysis 

I use seven measures of adolescent aspirations and expectations across the three 

domains of education, work and family to model the heterogeneity in configurations of 

aspirations and expectation measures. In other words, I look at whether aspirations and 

expectations for education, work and family cohere into distinct patterns that I call cognitive 

orientations. Due to the significance of gender throughout the life course (Hagestad 1992; 

Moen 2001; Garey 1999; Devault 1991) women and men view themselves differently; this 

reflects both cultural ideas and social location (see McLeod and Owens 2004). Because of 

this, I look at the cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and boys separately. I also 

examine their cognitive orientations at two points in time: first in 9th grade, and again in 12th 

grade. The developmental nature of adolescence as a period within the life course suggests 

that ideas about the educational, occupational and family futures are dynamic; particularly, as 

adolescents draw closer to the adulthood transition, these ideas about the future could 

change.  

Latent Class Analysis 

I use seven measures of aspirations and expectations to empirically assess whether 

these ideas for the future cohere into distinct patterns. In order to assess the patterns of 

cognitive orientations, I use latent class analysis (LCA) to model the heterogeneity in 

configurations of aspiration and expectation measures. LCA consists of statistical models that 

use categorical latent variables, representing subpopulations, where the population 

membership is unknown and inferred (Muthen and Muthen 1998-2006). Use of this 

technique enables relationships between observed indicators, to be investigated in order to 
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specify a latent construct or underlying variable. For each of the two time points (9th and 12th 

grade), the seven measures are used to model the cognitive orientations of adolescents. LCA 

allows me to analyze the relationships between observed indicators in order to understand an 

underlying latent variable or concept—in this case cognitive pathways. The premise is that 

the association among the manifest or observed variables is due to the manifest variables’ 

relationship to the latent (unobserved) variable; in other words, the latent variable “explains” 

the relationships seen between the observed variables (McCutcheon 1987).  

Latent structure analysis was first introduced by Lazarsfeld and Henry (1968) as a 

way to formulate latent, or unobserved, attitudinal variables from dichotomous survey items. 

Derivative latent class models assume that a latent (unobserved) variable is categorical and 

that relationships among the variables cannot be observed directly. The development of a 

maximum likelihood approach (and initial software) furthered the use of this analytic 

technique (Goodman 1974; Clogg and Goodman 1985; see also, McCutcheon 1987; Clogg 

1995; Hagenaars & McCutcheon 2002). Also called mixture modeling, LCA allows 

individuals to be classified into categories of a latent variable on the basis of responses to 

observed variables (Muthen and Muthen 1998-2006). An important function of this technique 

is the analysis of typologies, either through an empirical categorization of a set of latent 

classes, or as a test of proposed classes.  

Two parameters of relevant interest produced through LCA are latent class 

probabilities and conditional probabilities. Latent class probabilities describe the distribution 

of classes of the latent variable which includes information both on the number of classes (T) 

and the relative sizes of these classes (π). Over all T latent classes, the latent class 

probabilities ( X
tπ ) sum to one (McCutcheon 1987). When comparing two or more 



 

 69

X
t

XE
mt

XB
jt

XA
it

EXAB
mtij πππππ ××××= ......

...

populations with similar latent structures, the distribution of the latent classes is important, 

which for this project is the difference between the ideas about the future for girls and boys. 

The probabilities of an individual in class t being at a particular level of the observed 

variables are represented by the conditional probabilities. Within each of the latent classes, 

the conditional probabilities of each manifest variable sum to one. More formally,  
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..π is the probability that a randomly selected case will be located in the i, j, m, t 

cell, XA
itπ  is the conditional probability that a case in class t of the latent variable X will be 

located at level i of variable A, XB
jtπ is the conditional probability of being at level j of 

variable B, XE
mtπ is the conditional probability of being at level m of variable E, and X

tπ is the 

probability of a randomly selected case being at level t of the latent variable X (McCutcheon 

1987:18). In this project, the aspirations and expectations of adolescents or the observed 

variables are hypothesized to reflect unobserved “latent” cognitive orientations. The 

conditional probabilities indicate the likelihood of a particular response (e.g., aspiring to 

complete college) within a given latent class (e.g., work oriented) and enable description of 

the characteristics of the latent classes.  

The conditional probabilities apply to each of the aspiration and expectation measures 

in each of the three domains. A class that is high across several measures would indicate a 

cognitive orientation of high aspirations and certainty. For example, a class with a high 

probability of high educational aspirations (e.g. professional degree) and occupational 

aspirations (e.g. over 75% in the occupation earn more than the median income), combined 
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with occupational certainty and lower levels of family goals, would suggest an orientation 

toward work. The latent class probabilities are also of interest, as these indicate the expected 

probability of membership in that specific class within the sampled population. For this 

project, the latent class probabilities would indicate the proportion of adolescents that we 

could expect to possess a particular cognitive orientation or pattern of aspirations and 

expectations.  

I am specifically interested in the patterns of aspirations and expectations of 

adolescent girls and boys, the differences between the two, and the differences between or 

changes occurring from 9th grade to 12th grade. As such, I model the classes of cognitive 

orientations for girls and boys at two points in time: 9th and 12th grade. Importantly, latent 

class modeling does not require an a priori assumption about the number of classes for one 

model based on the findings from another. In other words, if there are more (or fewer) latent 

classes for girls in 9th grade than in 12th grade, the models for 12th grade are not required to 

have at least an equal number of classes. The models are analyzed using LatentGold, version 

4.0 (Vermunt and Magidson 2005).  

Goodness of fit for such models is typically based on parsimony. To determine the 

most parsimonious models which fit the data, standard goodness-of-fit criteria are employed 

(see discussion in Clogg 1995; McCutcheon 1987).34 Specifically, the BIC (Bayesian 

Information Criteria) statistic, BIC = -2 logL + r ln n, where r is the number of free model 

parameters (Schwartz 1978). A small BIC statistic generally indicates a model that fits the 

                                                 
34 Alternative LCA modeling would also call for the use of likelihood ratio chi-square statistic and 
corresponding degrees of freedom, as well as the index of dissimilarity. 
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data.35 In LCA several models are typically considered, and across a range of equally fitting 

models, the BIC statistic can provide a means of model selection.36 There is, however, a 

tendency for the BIC statistic to favor simpler models and null hypotheses in large data sets, 

as compared to P-values (Raftery 1995), meaning that BIC selection rules are more 

conservative than the traditional P-values (Hauser 1995). 

Exogenous Covariates 

To assess the effects of the exogenous covariates on the adolescent cognitive 

orientations, after conducting the latent class (LC) models with only the observed measures, I 

include the covariates when re-estimating the LC models. Within LC models, a primary 

assumption for including the covariates in the model is that the covariates affect the latent 

variable (e.g., cognitive orientations) and not the observed variables (e.g., aspirations and 

expectations). Additionally, the covariates are assumed to be mutually independent given 

latent class membership (Vermunt and Magidson 2005). Within Latent Gold 4.0, the basic 

probability structure for LC models with covariates can be understood as: 

 
 

 

For this model, x is a single nominal latent variable with K categories (or classes), there are T 

response variables ity  (observed variables) that can be nominal, ordinal or numeric and R 

numeric or nominal covariates cov
iz  that affect x (Vermunt and Magidson 2005:19).   

 The covariates are estimated using an “active covariates method” (Vermunt and 

                                                 
35 According to Raftery (1995), it also overcomes problems that typically arise in large samples when P-values 
are used for model selection. 
36 The BIC statistic is also useful when different model selection techniques are discrepant in their choice of 
model. 
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Magidson 2005:22), meaning that the outcomes for the LC models can be somewhat different 

with the covariates included, versus when the models are estimated without the covariates. 

More specifically, when covariates are included in the model, the solution can be different 

than when the covariates are excluded. Considering this, the number of latent classes is fixed 

to 5 for the girls and 4 for the boys when estimating the effects of the covariates on the 12th 

grade cognitive orientations. Interpretation is similar to the conditional probabilities for the 

observed variables; when the covariates are included in the model, the estimates are the 

expected probability of membership in a specific class within the sampled population. 

Additionally, the p-value allows for identification of those covariates that are significant 

within a particular latent class.  

In LatentGold (v 4.0), the default specification is that parameter estimates indicate the 

difference in the mean probability for a particular latent class and the mean probability across 

all groups. Here, effect coding is used for the covariates’ parameter estimates, where the 

reference category is coded -1 (not 0 as in the dummy variable specification), and other 

categories are coded 1 for the effect coded variable (indicating membership). Effect coding 

mimics the coding used in ANOVA (and traditional log-linear modeling), where group 

effects are compared with the grand mean of all groups. With respect to LCA, the effect 

coding is used because latent classes do not have an intrinsic reference category, meaning the 

first and last classes are solely defined in terms of the size of the latent class (the default in 

Latent Gold v 4.0). Additionally, the categories are unstable, meaning that changing the 

model specification can change the latent class.37  

Adult Outcomes 

                                                 
37 To guard against this, I included the covariates after assessing model fit with the 7 observed measures.  
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To estimate the relationship of 12th grade cognitive orientations to adult outcomes of 

work, education and family, I use ordinary least squares (OLS) (see Bohtnstedt and Knoke 

1994) and logistic regression (see Pampel 2000; Aldrich and Nelson 1984). For these 

analyses, information from the cognitive orientations that were modeled previously as latent 

classes are now used to assign respondents to a particular class—the realization of the latent 

variable. Using the probabilistic assignment given for each respondent to a particular class, 

each latent class (cognitive orientation) is coded into binary measure (0 not in the class and 1 

in the latent class), the dependent variables are then regressed on the latent classes. As Tables 

3.6 and 3.7 indicate, the distribution of YDS respondents is fairly consistent with the 

probability distributions across the sample. For the girls the greatest difference between 

realization and latent class probability is for the low aspirations cognitive orientation, where 

about 1% of the cases are inconsistent. For the boys, the assignment for the ambitious 

cognitive orientation is about 4%, and just over 3% on the uncertain cognitive orientation. 

Put another way, the realizations—that is, the assignment of individuals to a particular 

cognitive orientation—is consistent for estimating the relationship of cognitive orientations 

to adult attainments.  
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Table 3.6 Distribution of Girls within the 12th Grade Cognitive Orientations. 

Cognitive Orientation LC Probability Realization
  Conventional-Ambitious 0.40 39.9
  Educationally Less Certain 0.19 18.1
  Occupationally Less Certain 0.18 19.0
  Uncertain 0.13 12.7
  Educationally and Occupationally Ambitious 0.10 10.3

N 496
 

Table 3.7 Distribution of Boys within the 12th Grade Cognitive Orientations. 

Cognitive Orientation LC Probability Realization
  Ambitious 0.35 31.1
  Conventional 0.29 29.5
  Educationally Less Certain with Low Occupations 0.22 22.0
  Uncertain 0.14 17.4

N 431
 

 Specifically, for estimating the relationship of cognitive orientations to adult 

attainments, for the continuous outcomes of income, educational attainment and number of 

children, OLS regression is used. For the dichotomous dependent outcomes of marriage, 

employment, and having children, I employ logistic regression. In each of the regression 

models, a single latent class is excluded as a reference category. Additionally, as the 

direction is not predicted as to how a cognitive orientation will affect the adult outcomes, 

two-tailed tests of significance are used. Regression analyses are performed using STATA 

version 9.0.  
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In this chapter, I presented the data source, measures and analytic techniques used to 

investigate adolescent cognitive orientations, as well as what affects the cognitive 

orientations, and what effect an orientation has on adult outcomes. My primary objective is to 

determine whether there are specific patterns of aspirations and expectations both within and 

across adolescence. Identification of such patterns will provide information on the 

multidimensionality and stability of future ideas during adolescence, and the extent to which 

adolescents are conceptualizing their futures in meaningful ways. While there is evidence of 

the significance of aspirations in a single domain (Blau and Duncan 1967), as well as 

aspirations across both domains of work and education, the current project extends this 

research by examining, simultaneously, the aspirations and expectations across the three 

domains of work, education and family. I further consider their relation to family background 

and socio-demographic factors as well as their effects on adult attainments. Importantly, I 

examine whether the influence of gender can be seen in the different goal orientations young 

women and men espouse (Beutel and Marini 1995; see also Maccoby and Jacklin 1974).  



 

 76

CHAPTER 4   

Adolescent Cognitive Orientations 
 

Adolescent cognitive orientations are comprised of the ideas young women and men 

envision for their lives as adults. In this chapter, I present findings that reveal the 

configurations of adolescent cognitive orientations during high school. I specifically look at 

how adolescent aspirations and expectations toward the domains of education, family and 

work coalesce for girls and boys.  

Cognitive Orientations – Latent Class Results 
 The first section of this chapter presents the results of latent class models for girls and 

boys at two key periods in adolescence: when they begin high school (9th grade) and when 

they complete high school (12th grade). In the following chapter, I further examine similarity 

and difference in the cognitive orientations for girls and boys by analyzing cognitive 

orientations, background covariates and attainments by gender. Table 4.1 lists the BIC fit 

statistics for each of the models by period in high school and by gender. For freshman girls, a 

five-class model fits the data (BIC = 7412.929). For girls in their senior year, a five-class 

model fits the data (BIC = 6800.185). In contrast, for freshman boys a four-class model fits 

the data (BIC = 6684.146), and again a four-class model fits senior year (BIC = 6561.353).  
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Table 4.1 Fit Statistics of Latent Cognitive Orientations:  
 Adolescents at Freshman and Senior Year by Gender. 

Latent Cognitive Orientations df

9th Grade Girls
One 21 8271.470
Two 43 7706.384
Three 65 7595.419
Four 87 7428.623
Five 109 7412.929
Six 131 7447.741

12th Grade Girls
One 21 7700.177
Two 43 7160.390
Three 65 7001.850
Four 87 6873.936
Five 109 6800.185
Six 131 6824.905

9th Grade Boys
One 21 7485.373
Two 43 7026.312
Three 65 6693.709
Four 87 6684.146
Five 109 6716.732
 

12th Grade Boys
One 21 7178.312
Two 43 6707.811
Three 65 6641.279
Four 87 6561.353
Five 109 6578.634
 

Bayesian Information Criteria           
Log-likelihood

 

 As a single class models poorly fit the data in each case — 9th grade girls, 9th grade 

boys, 12th grade girls and 12th grade boys—models of independence are rejected for all cases. 
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Based on the number of latent classes—at least 4, suggests variability in the configurations of 

adolescent aspirations and expectations of girls compared to boys. Girls have an additional 

cognitive orientation—one more than the boys in both the 9th and 12 grades— indicating 

complexity in how girls’ aspirations and expectations for work, family and education 

coalesce. Each model is discussed more fully below.  

Girl’s Cognitive Orientations Freshman Year 

The latent class configurations in the girls’ freshman year include five different 

cognitive orientations. Table 4.2 shows the cognitive orientations with their respective 

conditional and latent class probabilities.38 For this period, no single cognitive orientation 

dominates as the adolescents envision their future. The first cognitive orientation 

characterizes a quarter (.26) of the sample as noted by the latent class probabilities listed at 

the top of the table. The conditional probabilities are listed down each latent class –cognitive 

orientation, and describe a set of aspirations and expectations for adulthood that could be 

considered conventional. The conditional distribution for this first class indicates an 

emphasis on going to college, getting jobs that for almost half will earn at or above the 

median income, and having families. Specifically, for this group of girls, their ideas for the 

future consist of aspiring to complete college (.55) or even further education (.34), expecting 

to have kids (.88) and that on average they aspire for occupations where almost half of the 

people (41.63%) in those jobs earn at least twenty-five thousand dollars a year. Girls with 

this cognitive orientation also appear very confident in their ability to complete college (.81). 

                                                 
38 Recall that the latent class probability refers to the probability of being in a particular cognitive orientation 
while the conditional probabilities indicate the likelihood of a particular response (e.g., aspiring to complete 
college) within a given latent class (e.g., work oriented) and enable description of the characteristics of the 
latent classes.  
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There is less certainty about marriage (.51), which is common across the cognitive 

orientations during this period, and far fewer don’t know (.11) whether they expect to marry. 

In relation to their occupational aspirations, adolescent girls with this cognitive orientation 

appear to be very-to-somewhat certain about achieving their goals.  

The next cognitive orientation characterizes .24 of the 9th grade girls, and indicates 

plans for the future that appear to be educationally less certain. Generally, across the 

cognitive orientations, educational aspirations are low, and the conditional probability for 

this orientation indicates that just over one third (.34) don’t know what their educational 

aspirations are. Additionally, these girls are the least likely (32.49%) to aspire to jobs that 

will earn twenty five thousand dollars annually compared to girls with the other cognitive 

orientations at this age. While uncertainty toward future educational attainment sets this 

group apart, the girls are similar to others in their expectations toward marriage (.36 are quite 

certain) and children (.89).  

The next cognitive orientation characterizes .21 of the sample and can be described as 

ambitious. Compared to the other four cognitive orientations, this group of 9th graders 

expressed the highest probability of certainty with respect to education (.89 expect to achieve 

their high educational aspirations), marriage (.47) and jobs (.50). Additionally, these girls 

have the second highest probability of aspiring to jobs that earn the median income (54.82%). 

And like the other cognitive orientations, these girls expect to have children (.89).  



 

 80

Table 4.2 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 9th Grade Girls, N = 496. 

Class Conventional Educationally 
Less Certain Ambitious Occupationally  

Ambitious Uncertain

Probabilities 0.26 0.24 0.21 0.18 0.12

Educational Aspirations
Don't Know 0.11 0.34 0.05 0.07 0.15
High School 0.00 0.29 0.02 0.00 0.25
Junior College 0.00 0.24 0.00 0.00 0.07
Bachelor's Degree 0.55 0.09 0.03 0.09 0.27
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.34 0.05 0.89 0.84 0.25

Educational Expectations
Don't Know 0.05 0.23 0.07 0.11 0.12
High School 0.01 0.55 0.02 0.01 0.30
Junior College 0.10 0.18 0.00 0.07 0.17
Bachelor's Degree 0.81 0.04 0.11 0.26 0.29
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.03 0.00 0.79 0.54 0.12

Marital Expectations
Don't Know 0.11 0.11 0.10 0.05 0.15
Yes, Quite Certain 0.38 0.36 0.47 0.38 0.29
Less Certain 0.51 0.53 0.42 0.57 0.56

Children Expectations
Don't Know 0.04 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.03
No Children 0.08 0.11 0.10 0.11 0.08
1 Child 0.12 0.22 0.12 0.15 0.08
2 Children 0.52 0.39 0.40 0.52 0.58
3 or More Children 0.25 0.28 0.37 0.21 0.22

Occupational Aspirations 41.63 32.49 54.82 77.42 ----

Occupational Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.15
Very Certain 0.39 0.39 0.50 0.39 0.24
Somewhat Certain 0.49 0.41 0.41 0.49 0.34
Not Very Certain 0.11 0.18 0.08 0.08 0.08
Not At All Certain 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.05 0.19

Occupational Aspiration
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.99
Yes 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.01

  

 The next cognitive orientation is occupationally ambitious, which characterizes .18 of 

the 9th grade girls. These girls have high educational aspirations that appear consistent with 
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their occupational goals. Additionally, their high education and occupational aspirations are 

coupled with being less certain about marriage (.57), which is the highest level of uncertainty 

toward marriage compared to the other cognitive orientations for girls at this age. Despite 

being less certain about marriage (.57), interestingly, most believe they will still have two or 

more children (.73). Here, educational aspirations are toward advanced degrees (.84) 

although concomitant expectations are lower (.54). Occupational aspirations really 

differentiate this cognitive orientation from the others, as the jobs to which these girls aspire 

they are 77.42% likely to earn the median income (or twenty-five thousand dollars a year). 

Still, girls with this cognitive orientation also include some uncertainty about their 

occupational goals, with more than half being somewhat certain (.49) or less certain (.13) 

about their occupational goals.  

The final cognitive orientation for girls at this age is the group who are generally 

uncertain about their futures (.12 of the sample), which is marked by not specifying an 

occupational goal. The educational aspirations are mixed, with some planning for high school 

(.25), college (.27), or further (.25), and still some who don’t know (.15). There is also some 

minimizing of educational expectations with college (.29) and high school (.30) being the 

most likely attainments. This cognitive orientation expressed the highest level of not 

knowing if they will marry (.15), and half are less certain (.56) about marriage. Their 

distinctiveness is more pronounced with respect to the certainty of their occupational plans. 

This class has the fewest expressing certainty (.24); instead they are marked by not knowing 

(.15) or no certainty (.19) which is consistent with their not specifying an occupational  
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Table 4.3 Cognitive Orientations of Freshman Girls, Wave 1. 
Cognitive 

Orientation 
 
Characterized by: 

Conventional 

• Educational aspirations toward BA and higher  
• Education expectations concentrated at BA 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations for this group are that on average for the 

occupations they aspire to 42% will earn the median income 
 

Educationally Less 
Certain 

• Educational aspirations -1/3 don’t know what they’ll want, otherwise 
these girls want to complete high school and some junior college  

• Education expectations concentrated at high school 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations are the lowest for this group, on average for the 

occupations they aspire to 32% will earn the median income 
 

Ambitious 

• Educational aspirations toward MA/Ph.D./Professional  
• Education expectations concentrated at the highest level 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations –on average for the occupations they aspire 

more than half (55%) will earn the median income  
 

Occupationally 
Ambitious 

• Educational aspirations that for 1/3 don’t know what they’ll want, 
otherwise these girls want to complete high school, and some junior 
college  

• Education expectations concentrated at high school 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations are the highest for this group, on average for the 

occupations they aspire to 77% will earn the median income 
 

Uncertain 

• Educational aspirations dispersed across low (high school) and high (BA 
and higher) categories  

• Education expectations dispersed across the categories 
• Highest proportion of the orientations for girls at this age don’t know if 

they will marry 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• They don’t know what their occupational aspirations are 

 
 

aspiration. Finally, what stands out for this cognitive orientation is their not knowing what 

their occupational futures hold — that is, not having an occupational aspiration (.99). Girls 
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with this cognitive orientation are characterized by their uncertainty about their future lives 

as adults.  

The cognitive orientations of girls in their first year of high school reveal both 

variation and similarity across the domains of education, work and family as Table 4.3 

summarizes. Educational aspirations and expectations are one source of variation, with some 

adolescent girls looking toward many more years of formal schooling (ambitious and 

occupationally ambitious) and others who don’t know what their aspirations for education 

are (educationally less certain and uncertain). Like the youth in Schneider and Stevenson’s 

(1999) work, adolescents had high hopes for their futures; the girls here demonstrate similar 

aspirations with over 60% aspiring to complete college or more. In contrast to the “ambitious 

generation,” the remaining 9th grade girls have little certainty about their educational 

aspirations. Educational aspirations and expectations are the greatest source of differentiation 

across the cognitive orientations at this age.  

Occupational aspirations provide another source of differentiation as the occupations 

to which these girls aspire is also varied. Less that 40% of the girls at this age aspire to jobs 

that have the greatest likelihood of earning at twenty-five thousand dollars (occupationally 

ambitious and ambitious). Further, over ten percent don’t know what they want their future 

occupations to be. The occupations for girls at this age appear less consistent with Schneider 

and Stevenson’s (1999) ambitious generation, which may be more a reflection of gender 

appropriate occupations that pay less than more male-dominated occupations (Reskin and 

Padavic 1994; see also Reskin and Roos 1990).  

Lone consideration of this pattern might suggest that girls are still not aspiring for 

high paying (and perhaps high status jobs), however, when taken with expectations for 
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marriage and family a more divergent picture emerges. Despite the variation across the 

domains of education and occupation, there is little difference in how the 9th grade girls 

envision their family roles. Most girls expect to marry and have children. Like occupational 

aspiration, the lack of difference in marriage and parenthood could again suggest these girls 

adopted gendered expectations where family roles are highly salient to their ideas of 

themselves as women. Yet, as Gerson (1985) discusses, two different sets of expectations 

comprise socialization for girls. First, is the predominant image of women as wives and 

mothers, and the second is possibilities for educational and occupational attainment.39 The 

distinction of ambitious or uncertain cognitively oriented girls may indicate the emergence of 

managing both work and family roles or difficulty with doing both.  

Boy’s Cognitive Orientations in Freshman Year 

With only 4 classes of cognitive orientations, there is less heterogeneity among 

freshman boys. Table 4.5 presents these cognitive orientations by virtue of their conditional 

probabilities. Like the girls, no single cognitive orientation strikingly prevails. The first 

cognitive orientation consists of .30 of the sample and exhibits a conventional set of 

aspirations and expectations for adulthood. Thoughts for the future in this group consist of 

aspirations for completing college (.34) or earning an advanced degree (.54), expecting to 

marry (.44), having 2 or more kids (.71) and aspiring to occupations that are 48.96 percent 

likely to earn at least twenty-five thousand dollars a year. Additionally, boys with this 

cognitive orientation are reasonably certain about their educational aspirations, meaning 

there is seemingly little change from aspiration to expectation. Most are certain about  

                                                 
39 See Gerson’s (1985) discussion of gender socialization on pages 44-45. While her sample likely makes up the 
generation who could be the parents of the YDS adolescents, in the 1980s these youth are still experiencing 
these two predominant messages.  
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Table 4.4 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 9th Grade Boys, N = 431. 

Class Conventional Below-Average Uncertain Occupationally 
Ambitious

Probabilities 0.30 0.28 0.22 0.20
 
Educational Aspirations

Don't Know 0.07 0.18 0.22 0.07
High School 0.00 0.16 0.16 0.04
Junior College 0.05 0.15 0.12 0.03
Bachelor's Degree 0.34 0.46 0.24 0.26
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.54 0.05 0.26 0.60

Educational Expectations
Don't Know 0.04 0.12 0.16 0.07
High School 0.11 0.26 0.25 0.05
Junior College 0.11 0.27 0.16 0.08
Bachelor's Degree 0.35 0.34 0.24 0.42
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.39 0.00 0.18 0.38

Marital Expectations
Don't Know 0.09 0.16 0.17 0.13
Yes, Quite Certain 0.44 0.28 0.32 0.31
Less Certain 0.47 0.56 0.51 0.56

Children Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.03 0.04 0.06
No Children 0.11 0.15 0.16 0.15
1 Child 0.17 0.16 0.07 0.15
2 Children 0.51 0.47 0.48 0.41
3 or More Children 0.20 0.20 0.24 0.23

Occupational Aspirations 48.96 25.33 --- 74.74

Occupational Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.14 0.00
Very Certain 0.39 0.41 0.16 0.41
Somewhat Certain 0.45 0.44 0.42 0.45
Not Very Certain 0.13 0.14 0.10 0.13
Not At All Certain 0.02 0.02 0.19 0.01

Occupational Aspiration
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.92 0.00
Yes 1.00 1.00 0.08 1.00
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achieving their occupational aspirations (.84). They express relative certainty about marriage 

(.44), which is higher than boys with the other 9th grade cognitive orientations.  

The next cognitive orientation characterizes .28 of the 9th grade boys who, compared 

to those with other cognitive orientations during this period, have the lowest educational and 

occupational aspirations—that is, this cognitive orientation is below-average. These 

adolescent boys have aspirations, but they are much lower in comparison to the other 

cognitive orientations, particularly the occupational aspirations (25.33). Almost one-fifth 

don’t know what their educational aspirations are and just over half aspire for college or 

better (.51). In combination with their lower educational and occupational aspirations, this 

group doesn’t know if they will marry (.16) and compared to the other boys at this age, fewer 

expect to marry (.28). The degree of occupational certainty also does not distinguish this 

cognitive orientation from the others. In contrast, the below-average boys are similar to the 

other cognitive orientations in that they expect to have children (.83).  

Like the girls at this age, these boys also have an uncertain cognitive orientation, that 

is, this group (.22 of the sample) has high levels of uncertainty regarding education and 

occupation, and to a lesser extent family. Most notably, the boys don’t know what their 

occupational aspirations are (.92). Similarly, one in five doesn’t know what they want to 

accomplish educationally (.22 for aspirations, and .16 for expectations), the highest values 

across the 9th grade boys. Expectations for marriage and children are more consistent with the 

family expectations for the other orientations. Boys with this cognitive orientation appear 

less certain about their future lives as adults particularly with respect to education and 

occupation.  
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The final cognitive orientation for boys is also similar to the girls at this age. These 

boys also have an occupationally ambitious cognitive orientation (.20 of the sample). Here, 

occupational aspirations set these boys apart, with the highest probability of earning the 

median income (74.74) based on the jobs to which they aspire. For the ambitious boys, 

Table 4.5 Cognitive Orientations of Freshman Boys, Wave 1. 
Cognitive 

Orientation 
 
Characterized by: 

Conventional 

• Educational aspirations toward BA and higher  
• Education expectations remain fairly stable 
• Greatest certainty toward marriage for boys at this age 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations for this group are that on average for the 

occupations they aspire to 49% will earn the median income 
 

Below-Average 

• Educational aspirations that reveal concentration around a BA with 
dispersion across the other lower educational categories  

• Education expectations dispersed across the lower educational categories 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations for this group are the lowest; on average for the 

occupations they aspire to 25% will earn the median income 
 

Uncertain 

• Educational aspirations dispersed across low (high school) and high (BA 
and higher) categories  

• Education expectations dispersed across the categories 
• Highest proportion of the orientations for boys at this age, don’t know if 

they will marry  
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• They don’t know what their occupational aspirations are 

 

Occupationally 
Ambitious 

• Educational aspirations are concentrated toward higher education, 
completing college or MA/Ph.D./Professional degrees 

• Education expectations still concentrated toward higher education 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations for this group are the most likely to earn 

$25,000; on average for the occupations they aspire to 75% will earn the 
median income 
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 their expectations for marriage are less compared to the conventional boys (which is the 

highest certainty toward marriage), but more similar to the boys in the other cognitive 

orientations.  Occupational expectations are also similar to the other boys’. 

 The cognitive orientations reveal both differences and similarities among 9th grade 

boys across the domains of education, work, and family which Table 4.4 summarizes. 

Educational aspirations and expectations are one source of variation across the cognitive 

orientations with half of the boys aspiring to completing college (conventional and 

occupationally ambitious), and the other half dispersed across the educational categories 

(below-average and uncertain). In relation to the ambitious adolescents Schneider and 

Stevenson’s (1999) found, the boys here demonstrate similar leanings toward their futures. 

However, for the boys with cognitive orientations that are below-average or uncertain, it 

appears that they are sure about achieving their goals.  

Differences across the categories of boys at this age are also noticeable with 

occupational aspirations. The distribution is quite varied, with one fifth of  9th grade boys 

reporting jobs that are 75% likely to earn twenty-five thousand dollars (occupationally 

ambitious) a year, while at the other extreme boys provide no indication of what they aspire 

to occupationally (uncertain). Similar to the girls, the occupational aspirations for boys at 

this age appear less consistent with Schneider and Stevenson’s (1999) ambitious generation. 

For boys, the difference indicates boys exploring a greater range of possibilities—although 

lower paying—which may reflect socio-economic differences.  

Most boys expect to marry and have children, despite variation across the other 

domains of education and work. There is little difference in how the 9th grade boys envision 

their family roles. Family formation is still salient, despite high rates of marriage dissolution 
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and decreased propensity for remarriage (Bramlett and Mosher 2002). However, the 

uncertain or below-average cognitive orientations have a greater proportion of boys not 

knowing whether they will marry. That the boys who are least confident in their occupational 

futures are also uncertain about marriage may demonstrate an awareness that as men they 

need to be economically stable in order for women to consider marrying them, which Edin 

(2000) suggests.40 Overall, most boys are expecting to combine family and work roles.  

Early Adolescent Cognitive Orientations of Girls and Boys 

For both girls and boys, no single cognitive orientation characterizes most of these 

adolescents. In their freshman year, the structure of cognitive orientations is remarkably 

similar between girls and boys, yet there are distinct differences in how education, work, and 

family dimensions coalesce into cognitive orientations. In general, the greatest similarity 

between girls and boys is in expectations toward marriage and having children.  

At least one quarter of each group espouses conventional ideas for their futures. 

These conventional orientations consist of aspirations for college and beyond, leanings 

toward marriage and having 2 children, combined with occupations that should earn them the 

median salary (in 1990 dollars) of twenty-five thousand dollars. A marked difference 

between the conventional girls and boys, is that the boys appear more confident in the 

reaching their educational aspirations than their female counterparts. A more subtle 

difference occurs in occupational aspirations, with boys’ aspirations slightly higher than the 

girls’.  

                                                 
40 Kathryn Edin finds that low income women see economic independence as a prerequisite to marriage. It is 
also worth noting that William Julius Wilson (1996) points to men’s changing economic position, particularly 
for African-Americans, as explanation for declining rates of marriage.  
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Another similar cognitive orientation between the girls and boys is marked by high 

occupational aspirations (occupationally ambitious), which is much higher compared to any 

of the other cognitive orientation groups for boys or girls (75% for boys, and 77% for girls). 

Moreover, occupationally ambitious cognitive orientations characterize equivalent portions 

of the male and females (~.20 probability). The conventional and occupationally ambitious 

cognitive orientations would be similar to Clausen’s (1991) articulation of those individuals 

who are planfully competent, or whose ambitions are aligned (Schneider and Stevenson 

1999). Further, beyond being thoughtful in their future plans, or having plans that better fit 

the pathways available through educational institutions, these adolescents exhibit confidence 

in achieving these goals.  

Thus, while similar patterns occur with respect to the cognitive orientations (e.g. 

conventional, occupationally ambitious, and uncertain), differences between girls’ and boys’ 

aspirations and/or expectations are also noticeable. For example, comparing the girls and 

boys with the lowest occupational aspirations, educationally less certain (girls) and below-

average (boys) though these groups have the lowest occupational aspirations, their 

educational aspirations are different. These girls don’t know what their educational 

aspirations are (.34) and they also have the lowest earning potential (32.49%) based on their 

occupational aspirations compared to other girls at this age. For a similar proportion of boys 

(under-average .28), who also have the lowest occupational aspirations compared to other 9th 

grade boys, educational uncertainty is not as pronounced (.18) and yet they have lower 

occupational earning potential (25.33) in comparison to the girls. Both the educationally 

uncertain and the below-average orientations reveal low occupational aspirations and for 

girls this is accompanied by not knowing what their educational aspirations are.  
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Common to the girls and boys, on the other end of the confidence scale, are those 

adolescents who share uncertain cognitive orientations. These teens don’t know what their 

future plans are toward education, occupations, marriage, and to a lesser extent, whether they 

expect to have children. Although this uncertain cognitive orientation occurs for girls and 

boys, almost twice as many teen boys are uncertain compared to girls. The extent to which 

girls appear uncertain at this age in comparison to boys presents one of the few gender 

differences in adolescent future plans.  

Only four cognitive orientations appear for adolescent boys, while there are five 

cognitive orientations for adolescent girls. Subtle differences are not just between the girls 

and boys, but are also noticeable between two closely-related cognitive orientations that the 

9th grade girls have. The occupationally ambitious girls appear to be planning to have it all: 

complete advanced degrees, work in professional jobs, marry and have children. What 

distinguishes these adolescent girls from their ambitious counterparts are the jobs to which 

they aspire and the confidence they have in attaining their educational and occupational 

aspirations. The occupational aspirations to which these girls aspire are only half as likely to 

earn the median income, compared to three-quarters of the occupations that the 

occupationally ambitious girls aspired to. In other words, the occupationally ambitious 

appear to be looking for the high prestige jobs, such as lawyers and doctors. Yet perhaps the 

jobs the ambitious girls want are teachers, registered nurses, designers and photographers, 

jobs that while not as economically lucrative may instead offer more flexibility in terms of 

combining work and family careers. Perhaps these adolescents are truly competent in their 

planfulness, or their ambitions are aligned. It should also not be surprising that adolescent 
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boys are not thinking of jobs that would be more accommodating of caretaking 

responsibilities, as they are less likely to witness adult men struggling with this issue.  

At this stage there are many similarities in the cognitive orientations of adolescent 

girls and boys. Though most of the variation occurs in the level to which the adolescents 

aspire in education and occupation, the relationship between the educational and 

occupational domains appears consistent but differs across cognitive orientations. In other 

words, the educational aspirations are in agreement with the future occupational plans. On 

the surface it appears that girls with high educational aspirations may have an awareness of 

the relationship between the work and family domains. Likely 9th grade is too soon to tell 

definitively, as this is also the period in which youth aspire to be race car drivers, musicians 

and athletes, with scant realism in their plans or little understanding of how to make their 

aspirations reality (Schneider and Stevenson 1999). At this stage in the life course there is 

more variability in adolescent aspirations as seen by their cognitive orientations, and 

considerable similarity among the girls and boys.  

Girls’ Cognitive Orientations During Senior Year 

Senior year in high school marks the onset of significant transitions for adolescents 

(see Mortimer 2003). Some will graduate and move into more adult roles of full-time work, 

marriage, and parenthood. There will also be adolescents who transition into adulthood more 

slowly by continuing their education and delaying work and marriage. Thus, in the 9th grade 

adult roles may have felt far in the distance. By 12th grade, adolescents are at a point where 

they are perhaps more likely to contemplate their aspirations and expectations seriously, 

seeing the impending move out of high school and into adulthood.  
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For girls during senior year, there are noticeable changes in their cognitive 

orientations. Table 4.6 presents the cognitive orientations and the conditional probabilities. 

Unlike the 9th graders, in the senior year one cognitive orientation predominates. A 

conventional cognitive orientation now defines .40 of the sample and continues to exhibit a 

conventional, and compared to 9th grade, more ambitious set of aspirations and expectations 

for adulthood that includes completing college, marriage, kids and a well-paying job. 
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Table 4.6 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 12th Grade Girls, N = 496. 

Class Conventional Vocationally 
Oriented Low Aspirations Uncertain  Ambitious

Probabilities 0.40 0.19 0.18 0.13 0.10
 
Educational Aspirations

Don't Know 0.00 0.17 0.07 0.11 0.00
High School 0.00 0.04 0.05 0.09 0.02
Junior College 0.00 0.49 0.51 0.14 0.00
Bachelor's Degree 0.33 0.26 0.25 0.18 0.08
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.67 0.04 0.12 0.48 0.90

Educational Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.13 0.10 0.11 0.04
High School 0.01 0.11 0.21 0.14 0.04
Junior College 0.08 0.67 0.60 0.24 0.04
Bachelor's Degree 0.51 0.09 0.07 0.38 0.18
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.40 0.00 0.01 0.13 0.71

Marital Expectations
Don't Know 0.06 0.19 0.12 0.22 0.00
Yes, Quite Certain 0.70 0.49 0.61 0.63 0.65
Less Certain 0.24 0.32 0.27 0.14 0.35

Children Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.02 0.00
No Children 0.06 0.04 0.04 0.08 0.08
1 Child 0.11 0.14 0.17 0.22 0.06
2 Children 0.46 0.40 0.51 0.48 0.57
3 or More Children 0.37 0.37 0.28 0.21 0.30

Occupational Aspirations 47.16 44.95 10.60 --- 78.28

Occupational Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00
Very Certain 0.61 0.52 0.44 0.35 0.55
Somewhat Certain 0.29 0.39 0.49 0.44 0.35
Not Very Certain 0.08 0.04 0.05 0.10 0.08
Not At All Certain 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.06 0.02

Occupational Aspiration
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00
Yes 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.01 1.00
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Specifically, the future educational aspirations for this group involve schooling past college 

(1.00). There are lower educational expectations, though over half still expect to achieve their 

college goals (.91). Most expect to marry (.70), have at least 2 kids (.83) and pursue 

occupations with a 47.16 likelihood of earning the twenty-five thousand dollars a year. Their 

occupational aspirations are the second highest. Importantly, girls who possess this cognitive 

orientation are also more certain about obtaining the jobs to which they aspire (.61), with 

very little uncertainty (.02). Girls with the conventional cognitive orientation appear poised 

to confidently move into their adult roles.   

In 12th grade the vocationally oriented cognitive orientation characterizes .19 of the 

girls. Education aspirations (.26) and expectations for 4 year college degrees are relatively 

low (.09) and .17 don’t know what their aspirations are. In addition to being less certain 

about their educational aspirations, these girls express ambivalence toward marriage (.19 

don’t know if they will marry, with the fewest selecting an answer of “Yes, Quite Certain” 

regarding marriage [.49]). Yet, they are also going to have children (.91). Occupationally, 

these girls aspire to jobs that for almost half should earn the median income.  

A third cognitive orientation, low aspirations, characterizes .18 of the sample; 

occupations these girls’ aspire to are the lowest paying. What distinguishes this cognitive 

orientation is very low probability of earning the median income (10.60%) and their lack of 

occupational certainty (.56) compared to the other groups. Less distinct are the expectations 

for marriage (.61) and children (.96), which are consistent across the other orientations.  

In 12th grade there continues to be a cognitive orientation that reflects uncertainty 

with indications of uncertainty in the other domains of education and family. This cognitive 

orientation, uncertain, characterizes .13 of the sample. These girls don’t know what their 
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occupational aspirations are. Additionally, most of the girls expressed less certainty about 

their occupations (.56).41  Educational aspirations and expectations are dispersed across the 

categories, though a consistent number don’t know (.11). As they move close to transitioning 

into adult roles, some girls are uncertain about their futures, and this uncertainty has 

permeated throughout the three domains.  

For a limited group of girls (.10) in their senior year, they exhibit ambitious cognitive 

orientations. Here, educational aspirations are toward advanced degrees (.90), with quite high 

expectations for such achievement (.71). In addition to educational aspirations, higher 

occupational aspirations set this cognitive orientation apart, as this class entails aspirations 

for a job with much higher earnings (78.28%). The girls are also certain of marriage (.65) and 

children (.92). This group of girls hopes for education and family roles, and feels confident in 

their desired occupational roles (with .55 probability of being very certain and .35 somewhat 

certain).  

 Girls’ cognitive orientations during senior year demonstrate more distinction across 

the domains of education and work. Five cognitive orientations characterize the girls at this 

age, yet there the distribution shifts with a more pronounced group emerging (conventional). 

Educational aspirations continue to differentiate, with some girls thinking about advanced 

degrees (conventional, ambitious) and others with less ambitious educational goals 

(vocationally oriented, uncertain). Over half of the girls have high-powered ideas about their 

futures, appearing to be part of the “ambitious” generation (Schneider and Stevenson 1999)  

 

                                                 
41 As discussed in Chapter 3, though respondents are not answering the occupational aspiration question, many 
indicated a response to the subsequent question on occupational certainty. While there is no definitive 
explanation for this response pattern, the answers do provide evidence of both differentiation and similarity 
across the cognitive orientations.  
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Table 4.7 Cognitive Orientations of Senior Girls, Wave 4. 
Cognitive 

Orientation 
 
Characterized by: 

Conventional 

• Educational aspirations toward advanced degrees  
• Education expectations concentrated at BA 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations are that on average for the occupations they 

aspire to 47% will earn the median income 
 

Vocationally 
Oriented 

• Educational aspirations that for almost 20% don’t know what they’ll 
want, otherwise these girls want to complete junior college with some 
looking at a Bachelor’s degree 

• Education expectations concentrated at junior college 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations for this group are that on average for the 

occupations they aspire to 45% will earn the median income 
 

Low Aspirations 

• Educational Aspirations toward junior college and higher  
• Education Expectations concentrated junior college 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• Lowest occupational aspirations across all groups 9th or 12th grade; on 

average for the occupations they aspire to 11% will earn the median 
income 

 

Uncertain 

• Educational aspirations skewed toward advanced degrees  
• Education expectations dispersed across the categories much less 

certainty toward achieving their aspirations 
• Highest proportion of the orientations for girls at this age, don’t know if 

they will marry (.22) 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• They don’t know what their occupational aspirations are 

 

Ambitious 

• Educational Aspirations toward advanced degrees (.90)  
• Education Expectations remains directed at advanced degrees (.71) 
• Highest proportion of the orientations for girls at this age, who are less 

certain about whether they will marry (.35) 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations are the highest, Occupational aspirations for 

this group are that on average for the occupations they aspire to 78% will 
earn the median income 
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that may be part of the trend Buchmann and DiPrete (2006) observed where more women are 

completing college relative to men.  

 Occupational aspirations are an additional source of differentiation. Here again, there 

are pronounced differences, with some girls having high occupational aspirations (ambitious) 

while others are very low (low aspirations) and still others having no aspirations (uncertain).  

Despite the variation, most of the girls aspire to occupations with a less than 50% chance of 

earning the median income. Additionally, as women these girls will likely experience sex 

segregation and pay differences within and across occupations which has detrimental effects 

on women’s lifetime earnings (Reskin and Padavis 1994). Considering the level of 

educational aspirations for the girls, their occupational aspirations do not appear to strongly 

position them for their economic futures. 

 Unlike school and work, the cognitive orientations of girls in 12th grade offer little 

variation in family-related orientations. Most girls, regardless of how ambitious or uncertain 

they are, continue to have expectations for both marriage and children. There are very limited 

pockets of uncertainty within this domain. The persistence of these roles across cognitive 

orientations suggests that for girls there is less variability than Gerson (1985) found. It may 

also indicate the lack of alternatives for girls in that they are following gender appropriate 

behavior (West and Zimmerman 2002).42  

Boys’ Cognitive Orientations Senior Year 

Boys during the senior year continue to have 4 latent class configurations that 

categorize adolescent aspirations and expectations. Table 4.9 presents the cognitive 

orientations defined by conditional probabilities. As in 9th grade, there is no single cognitive 
                                                 
42 Also referred to as “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman 2002), originally presented in West and 
Zimmerman 1987.  
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orientation that dominates among boys. The ambitious cognitive orientation is the largest 

class (.35). Occupational aspirations are what set this group apart, as the probability of 

earning the median salary is 68.04%—the highest across the cognitive orientations at this 

age. Additionally, this cognitive orientation consists of boys whose educational aspirations 

emphasize advanced or professional degrees (.76), and which is closely matched by their 

expectations (.59). A majority of the boys with this cognitive orientation are certain they will 

marry (.55), and most also expect to have at least two children (.77). Boys with this cognitive 

orientation are very certain (.43) about their occupational goals, with almost an equivalent 

probability of being only somewhat certain (.40).   

The next highest probability for 12th grade boys is the conventional cognitive 

orientation (.29). Boys with this orientation aspire to go to college (.64), marry (.58) and have 

two children (.60). Occupational aspirations for conventional boys are however not 

exceptional, as the jobs to which these adolescents aspire—just under half will earn the 

median salary (46.70).  

Cognitive orientations that can be described as low aspirations characterize .22 of the 

boys at this age. Boys with the lowest occupational aspirations (24.93) at this age also 

express less certainty toward their educational ideas. The educational aspirations are 

somewhat varied, though most coalesce around junior college (.49) and most expect to 

complete junior college (.56). This group is not sure about marriage (.43 less certain, .19 

don’t know). More boys in this orientation expect they won’t have children (.25) compared to 

the other groups. 
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Table 4.8 Cognitive Orientations and Probabilities of 12th Grade Boys, N = 431. 

Class Ambitious Conventional Low Aspirations Uncertain

    
Probabilities 0.35 0.29 0.22 0.14
 
Educational Aspirations

Don't Know 0.10 0.01 0.17 0.16
High School 0.02 0.02 0.11 0.13
Junior College 0.01 0.12 0.49 0.13
Bachelor's Degree 0.11 0.64 0.12 0.31
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.76 0.21 0.10 0.27

Educational Expectations
Don't Know 0.08 0.02 0.12 0.21
High School 0.04 0.02 0.28 0.27
Junior College 0.02 0.31 0.56 0.07
Bachelor's Degree 0.27 0.65 0.05 0.35
MA/Ph.D./Professional 0.59 0.00 0.00 0.10

Marital Expectations
Don't Know 0.10 0.14 0.19 0.26
Yes, Quite Certain 0.55 0.58 0.38 0.42
Less Certain 0.35 0.28 0.43 0.33

Children Expectations
Don't Know 0.03 0.01 0.04 0.03
No Children 0.10 0.07 0.25 0.19
1 Child 0.10 0.04 0.18 0.15
2 Children 0.51 0.60 0.38 0.45
3 or More Children 0.26 0.29 0.14 0.17

Occupational Aspirations 68.04 46.70 24.93 ---

Occupational Expectations
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.02
Very Certain 0.43 0.53 0.49 0.36
Somewhat Certain 0.40 0.42 0.39 0.27
Not Very Certain 0.11 0.05 0.09 0.21
Not At All Certain 0.06 0.00 0.00 0.13

Occupational Aspiration
Don't Know 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.80
Yes 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.20
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 In the last year of high school, an uncertain cognitive orientation persists (.14). These 

are adolescents who stand out by their lack of occupational aspirations (.80), which is 

coupled with less certainty (.34). Additionally, though most have educational aspirations for 

college and beyond (.58), there is also some uncertainty about what their educational 

expectations are (.21). Though most expect to marry (.42), the highest proportion of boys 

who don’t know (.26) are in this cognitive orientation. Most expect to have 2 or more 

children (.53), however, almost one in five don’t expect to have children (.19).  

 The cognitive orientations of boys in their senior year demonstrate varied ideas for 

the future. School and work continue to be the main source of variation. Some boys have 

high aspirations (ambitious) or uncertainty across both domains. Still others are characterized 

by the ideas as they relate across the domains (conventional, low aspirations).  Educational 

aspirations continue to differentiate with some boys thinking about advanced degrees 

(ambitious, conventional) and others with less ambitious educational goals (low aspirations).  

 Beyond education, occupational aspirations offer the most pronounced source of 

distinction for the cognitive orientations of boys in 12th grade. The occupational aspirations 

are dispersed with boys who have high aspirations (ambitious), moderate (conventional), low 

(low aspirations) or no aspirations (uncertain). Two-thirds of the boys have ideas for the 

future that are typical of the “ambitious” generation (Schneider and Stevenson 1999)—yet, 

there are boys who do not typify ambition. For the boys who are not “ambitious,” they also 

appear less certain about their futures. 
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Table 4.9 Cognitive Orientations of Senior Boys, Wave 4. 
Cognitive 

Orientation 
 
Characterized by: 

Ambitious 

• Educational aspirations are concentrated toward higher education, 
completing MA/Ph.D./Professional degrees 

• Education expectations still concentrated toward higher education 
• Most expect to have 1 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations on average for the occupations they aspire to 

68% will earn the median income 
 

Conventional 

• Educational aspirations toward BA and higher  
• Education expectations focused on BA and junior college 
• Greatest certainty toward marriage for boys at this age 
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• Occupational aspirations that on average for the occupations they aspire 

to 47% will earn the median income 
 

Low Aspirations 

• Educational aspirations that reveal concentration around a junior college  
• Education expectations toward BA and dispersed across the lower 

educational categories 
• Highest proportion across the orientations not expecting to have children  
• Occupational aspirations that for boys at this age are the lowest; on 

average for the occupations they aspire to 25% will earn the median 
income 

 

Uncertain 

• Educational aspirations dispersed across the categories  
• Education expectations dispersed across the categories; jump in don’t 

know 
• Highest proportion of the orientations for boys at this age, don’t know if 

they will marry  
• Most expect to have 2 or more children 
• They don’t know what their occupational aspirations are 

 
 

In contrast, the domain of family offers minimal difference across boys’ cognitive 

orientations. According to the expectations of the 12th grade boys, most expect to marry and 

have children. Here again though, boys with lower occupational aspirations or no aspirations 

provide more variation in that fewer expect to marry and have children. As with boys in 9th 

grade, the boys’ decreased expectations may be indicative of their vulnerability as result of 
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low or no occupational aspiration. As Edin (2000) points out, not having a job decreases the 

potential for marriage, as men without jobs are less desirable mates.  

Late Adolescent Cognitive Orientations of Girls and Boys 

While the cognitive orientations during early adolescence revealed similarities and 

differences between girls and boys, so too do the cognitive orientations in late adolescence. 

Again in the 12th grade, there are many similarities among the cognitive orientations of 

adolescent girls and boys. There are important parallels within the cognitive orientations that 

share descriptive labels, such as the conventional and ambitious, in which adolescent girls 

and boys express normative aspirations for the future. Specifically, these are teens who hope 

to complete at least a 4-year degree and work in occupations that have higher salaries 

compared to those who exhibit other cognitive orientations. Most also expect to marry and 

have children. Additionally, the conventional and ambitious cognitive orientations express 

higher levels of certainty in achieving their goals. There are also adolescent girls and boys 

whose similarities appear to be a lack of confidence or certainty expressed in their 

expectations. In between these cognitive orientations are adolescents who are seemingly 

uncertain in a single domain (e.g., occupation), or appear to contemplate a future that 

involves work, some education and children, but not necessarily marriage (e.g., vocationally 

oriented). On the cusp of adulthood, adolescent girls and boys continue to demonstrate 

similarities in their cognitive orientations toward the future.  

Similarities among the cognitive orientations of girls and boys are the most 

noticeable, yet there are distinctions worth highlighting. Most notable are the population 

probabilities of the cognitive orientations. For 12th grade girls there is .40 probability of 

having a conventional cognitive orientation compared to a .29 likelihood for 12th grade boys. 
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At this age, girls are ten percent more likely to have conventional cognitive orientations than 

boys. Further, within the conventional orientations, there is a greater probability of girls 

aspiring toward advanced degrees versus the boys (.67 to .21). Despite the marked difference 

of educational aspirations, occupational aspirations or the probability of earning the median 

income is similar between girls (47.16%) and boys (46.70%). Perhaps the differences in 

educational and occupational aspirations between the 12th grade girls and boys reflect 

gendered expectations (Bem 1983, 1993). More specifically, the pattern of education and 

occupational aspirations suggest the beginning of sex segregation in employment (Reskin 

and Roos 1990; Reskin and Pavadic 1994), or of pay differences in gender-segregated labor 

markets, where men earn more money with less education compared to women with higher 

levels of education (see for example, Hauser and Warren 1997; Williams and Han 2003).  

Those cognitive orientations described as ambitious characterize both girls and boys 

in 12th grade, though there are distinctions. While some girls are ambitious (.10), boys are 3 

times more likely to have a similar cognitive orientation (.35). For the most part, educational 

aspirations and expectations are toward advanced degrees, though a greater proportion of the 

girls aspire to advanced degrees (.90 versus .76). Fewer girls may have an ambitious-type 

cognitive orientation; however, they have just as much confidence in accomplishing their 

goals as boys. Additionally, girls with this orientation have higher occupational aspirations 

compared to boys (78.28% compared to 68.04%). In other words, the ambitious girls aspire 

to work in occupations with a greater probability of higher salaries—almost 10% higher. 

Only in the uncertain cognitive orientation are the girls and boys identical across 

occupational domain. 
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The greater prevalence of 12th grade boys with an ambitious cognitive orientations 

compared to 12th grade girls, who are less ambitious, also suggests a possible divergence of 

pathways into adulthood; boys focus more on educational and occupational goals, whereas 

for girls family expectations creep in, potentially eroding the educational and occupational 

goals. The girls with low aspirations appear to see themselves as starting a family with both 

marriage and children, viewing work as a source of additional income, unlike the 

vocationally oriented girls who expect to have kids, but not necessarily a spouse, and look to 

be preparing to provide fully for themselves and their children. In contrast, the low 

aspirations boys are not sure that family roles will be part of their adult futures. Additionally, 

the uncertain depicts a group of young women who have fairly high educational aspirations 

but don’t know what future jobs they want. This could be another potential indicator of an 

emerging gender difference. The distribution of girls and boys within the five cognitive 

orientations, and the subtle variation within parallel orientations suggest the development of 

gender differentiation in educational and occupational plans. 

Summary 
 Adolescents’ cognitive orientations reveal remarkable similarity, particularly between 

girls and boys, and marked difference in confidence about their futures. Girls and boys 

appear to think of their futures more similarly than their later life roles would suggest (see 

Moen 2003). The cognitive orientations of adolescents demonstrate girls and boys who aspire 

to complete college, gain advanced degrees and hold occupations that should earn them the 

median income. And just as there are adolescents who are thinking about accomplishing 

educational and occupational goals, there are girls and boys who are uncertain about their 
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future plans. The similarity persists into senior year, as girls and boys continue to think 

similarly about their futures.  

Just as the similarities persist into 12th grade, the subtle-yet-noteworthy distinctions 

between the sexes also continue. The population distribution across the cognitive orientations 

demonstrates a shift in cognitive orientations for both adolescent girls and boys. Girls appear 

to shift away from the ambitious plans. Conversely, more boys become ambitious, seemingly 

gaining confidence in their future plans. There are also changes for those youth who are 

uncertain about their futures. In 12th grade girls appear to lose confidence in their 

occupational goals, but not toward expectations for future family roles. This is unlike the 

adolescent boys, whose uncertainty pervades the three domains of education, work and 

family. 
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CHAPTER 5   

Precursors to and Effects of Adolescent Cognitive Orientations 
 

As Chapter 4 demonstrates, there is considerable variation in adolescent cognitive 

orientations and numerous similarities within gender specific configurations of cognitive 

orientations, as well as between the orientations of adolescent girls and boys. In this chapter, 

I examine the influence of family-of-origin, socio-economic status, and early experiences 

with education and work on the 12th grade cognitive orientations of girls and boys. As 

potential portals into adulthood, this stage in the life course has lasting effects. Thus, I also 

look at the relationships of 12th grade adolescent cognitive orientations to early adult roles 

involving marriage, parenthood, and employment when the respondents are age 25.  

Background Effects 
 Adolescents’ cognitive orientations reveal both stability and change as they plan for 

their lives as adults. It is also apparent that adolescent girls and boys are quite similar in their 

cognitive orientations, yet the influences of family, education and work are not necessarily as 

comparable. Using the logit latent class regression modeling (see for example, Yamaguchi 

2000), I estimated the effects of family background, as well as experiences in school and 

work, to determine whether or to what extent these are related to the likelihood of girls and 

boys having a particular cognitive orientation. Interpretation is similar to the conditional 

probabilities for the observed variables; when the covariates are included in the model, the 

estimates are the expected probability of association with a specific class within the sampled 

population. Additionally, the p-value allows for identification of those covariates that are 

significant for a particular latent class. I discuss the results below.  
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Girls’ Background Covariates  

As discussed in previous chapters, experiences in family, work and school are integral 

to life course development and future goals, which are also shaped by race and nativity. The 

model results for the cognitive orientations of 12th grade girls are listed in Table 5.1. I report 

the probabilities or mean values of the exogenous covariates for the cognitive orientations.  

 Recall, that forty percent of 12th grade girls have conventional cognitive 

orientations43, meaning a set of aspirations and expectations for adulthood that includes 

completing college, marriage, kids and having a well-paying job. For this group, parents’ 

education is a significant predictor of having conventional cognitive orientations, that is, the 

conventional girls have parents with at least some college. The average of parents’ education 

for the conventional cognitive orientation is 3.56 (p<.05), meaning completed “some 

college.” Additionally, the level of completed education is slightly higher for parents of the 

conventional girls than the overall sample average (3.17). Students’ grade point average is 

also a significant predictor of having conventional cognitive orientations. Girls in this group 

reported a B average for their GPA (8.19) in the 12th grade. The conventional girls report 

performing better in school, which is higher than the average GPA reported by girls at this 

age. The girls with conventional cognitive orientations have parents who have completed 

some college and did fairly well in school. The relationship of this cognitive orientation to 

parents’ education and school performance mirrors status attainment findings (Blau and 

Duncan 1967; Sewell and Shah 1967, 1968; Sewell and Hauser 1975) with a positive 

association between parents’ educational attainment and their child’s aspiration. For these 
                                                 
43 Population probabilities for the 12th grade cognitive orientations can be found in Table 4.6 (girls) page 94 and 
Table 4.8 (boys) page 100.  
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girls, having parents who achieved some college demonstrates the value of education which 

is coupled with positive reinforcement within high school. Both provide girls with support 

for pursuing further education and some ambitious ideas for the future.  

 The cognitively oriented girls described as vocationally oriented aspire to achieve 

some college, have moderate occupational aspirations, expect to have kids, and have 

ambivalence towards marriage. Of the exogenous covariates, doing less well in school (6.69), 

compared to the sample average (7.63), is significant (p<.01). These girls, who are 

performing below average in school, have more uncertainty about future educational plans 

(.20 ‘don’t know’) or expect to complete junior college. Though better educational 

performance is linked to further commitment to education (Chemers, Hu and Garcia 2001; 

Ensminger and Slusarick 1992), the vocationally oriented girls appear to demonstrate that the 

middle range (C+ to B-) grades are associated with “middle” (junior college) educational 

aspirations. Vocationally oriented girls have a “C+” to “B-” GPA. Neither family-of-origin 

nor adolescent work experiences are significant predictors of this orientation.  

 For the 18 percent of the 12th grade girls characterized with the low aspirations 

cognitive orientation, like their counterparts, the vocationally oriented, GPA is a significant 

predictor. Girls with this cognitive orientation were differentiated by their low occupational 

aspirations and, interestingly, these girls reported significantly lower GPA’s (7.00, p< .05) 

compared to the sample average (7.63). Unlike the vocationally oriented, parental 

educational attainment is significant for the low aspiration oriented group of girls. The 

parents of these girls have an education level of 2.33, meaning slightly better than graduating 

high school. None of the other covariates are significant for the low aspirations group. Girls 

with conventional cognitive orientations have parents who have completed some college and 
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did fairly well in school. Lower parental educational attainment and poorer school 

performance appear to work against ideas for the future these girls have, particularly in 

relation to ideas about education. 

 Surprisingly, for the 13% of girls with uncertain cognitive orientations, so noted by 

their not knowing what their future occupational aspirations are in combination with 

moderate educational aspirations, there are no statistically significant covariates for this 

cognitive orientation.  

 For the ambitious girls, who have hopes for high attainment in education and 

employment, besides family roles, only GPA is significant. Girls with this orientation 

reported a higher grade point average; doing better in school increases the likelihood of 

having an ambitious cognitive orientation. The GPA for girls with this cognitive orientation 

is 8.87 (p <.01), meaning their grades on average were B+’s to low A’s. Unlike the 

conventional or vocationally oriented girls, parents’ educational attainment is not statistically 

significant for the ambitious girls. Though the estimated probabilities are different from the 

sample, the limited number of cases (.10 of the girls sample) in the latent class lowers the 

statistical power. The most important predictor is how well this group of girls reported doing 

in school.   
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Table 5.1 Estimated Probabilities and Mean Value of Girl's Background Covariates by 12th Grade Cognitive Orientations,  
N= 496. 

Sample Conventional Vocationally Low Uncertain Ambitious
Distribution Oriented Aspirations

Race
    white 0.75 0.80 0.74 0.71 0.68 0.82
Nativity
    native 0.99 0.95 0.97 0.96 0.87 0.88
Family Income 5.99 6.55 5.47 5.38 5.59 6.50
Parent's Education 3.17    3.56** 2.81   2.55* 3.10 3.65
Family Composition
    Two Parents 0.70 0.77 0.60 0.63 0.68 0.75
GPA 7.63   8.19*     6.69***   7.00** 7.44     8.87***
Work Duration/Intensity
    Not working 0.46 0.03 0.06 0.00 0.10 0.10
    Low/Low 0.24 0.28 0.18 0.22 0.22 0.22
    Low/High 0.14 0.07 0.22 0.20 0.19 0.08
    High/Low 0.31 0.44 0.22 0.28 0.27 0.29
    High/High 0.26 0.19 0.34 0.30 0.22 0.31

*p< .10 **p<.05 ***p< .01  
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Parental education and school experiences show some relationship to 12th grade 

cognitive orientations. Across most of the adolescent girls’ cognitive orientations, family 

structure and earnings had no effect on whether girls would be conventional, vocationally 

oriented, low aspirations, uncertain or ambitious in their cognitive orientations. Across all 

cognitive orientations, family income is non-significant. However, the influence of family 

income and family structure may be contributing through GPA, which is endogenous to the 

family measures. For two of the 12th grade cognitive orientations—conventional and low 

aspirations—family characteristics are significant. In relation to those cognitive orientations 

that could be typical constructions of adolescent future goals—conventional, ambitious 

cognitive orientations—the family characteristics of income and family structure offer little 

insight. Race and nativity are also not significant predictors for any of the cognitive 

orientations. While generally 75.40% of the girls in the YDS sample are white, being white 

or non-white does not differentiate the cognitive orientation groups. Instead, school 

performance and parents’ education provide insight into what contributes to an adolescent 

girl’s ideas for the future.  

 

Boys’ Background Covariates 

As with adolescent girls, I modeled background covariates of family socio-economic 

status, parents’ education, and whether the adolescent lives with two parents, in addition to 

experiences in work and school, with select cognitive orientations of boys. I also look at race 

and whether the adolescent was born in the United States. The results for the cognitive 

orientations are presented in Table 5.2. 
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Over one-third of the adolescent boys in 12th grade have ambitious cognitive 

orientations. For ambitious adolescent boys, parents’ education and school experiences as 

measured by GPA are significant predictors of this cognitive orientation. Parents of the 

ambitious44 boys reported completing at least some college (3.99, p<.01), with the mean 

value being on the cusp of completing junior/community college. Ambitious boys’ parents 

reported the highest educational attainment compared to the other groups of boys. Other 

family influences such as income and composition are not significant. Further, neither race 

nor nativity has any effect on being ambitious. Work experiences during high school are also 

not significantly related to having ambitious cognitive orientations. Boys’ educational 

experiences have a positive significant effect on being ambitious; boys in this group have the 

highest reported GPA (8.11, p< .01). The influence of parent’s educational attainment is 

consistent with status attainment findings (Blau and Duncan 1967; Sewell and Shah 1967, 

1968; Sewell and Hauser 1975). Similarly, the fact that positive school experiences 

contribute to ambitious ideas for the future reinforces the importance of education 

performance (Ensminger and Slusarick 1992).  

 For the boys who are conventional, that is, they have lower educational and 

occupational aspirations compared to the ambitious boys, family and education are also 

significant predictors. However, there are important differences in how family and education 

shape the boys with this cognitive orientation. Parents’ education is significantly lower (2.33 

p<. 05). Conventional oriented boys are more likely to have parents who completed high 

school. Additionally, family income is significant, with boys in this group having parents 

earning $20,000 to $29,999, (5.08, p<01), which is lower than the mean for the full sample 

                                                 
44 See Table 4.8 page 99.  
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(5.78). Boys in this group also reported having lower GPA (5.82, p< 01) C to C+.  The 

conventional boys have parents with less educational attainment and financial resources, and 

the boys are average students in school. Though parents’ educational attainment and 

household income are influential for this group of boys, it is not as straightforward as 

previous work would suggest (e.g., status attainment scholars). The cognitive orientations of 
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Table 5.2 Estimated Probabilities and Mean Value of Boys’ Background Covariates by 12th Grade Cognitive Orientations, 
 N= 431. 

Sample Ambitious Conventional Low Uncertain
Distribution Aspirations

Race
    white 0.76 0.76 0.84 0.68 0.69
Nativity
    native 0.97 0.87 0.99 0.91 0.92
Family Income 5.78 6.33     5.08***    6.00** 5.45
Parent's Education 3.18      3.99***    2.33** 3.14 2.98
Family Composition
    Two Parents 0.70 0.69 0.76 0.68 0.63
GPA 6.98      8.11***     5.82*** 6.91 6.76
Work Duration/Intensity
    Not working 0.99 0.08 0.10 0.09 0.10
    Low/Low 0.23 0.26   0.11* 0.29 0.23
    Low/High 0.23 0.24 0.34 0.23 0.34
    High/Low 0.18 0.25 0.12 0.14 0.14
    High/High 0.25 0.16 0.33 0.25 0.19

*p< .10 **p<.05 ***p< .01  
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this group of boys appears to position them to go just beyond the attainments of their parents; 

aspiring for some college, and jobs that at least for some will potentially earn more than their 

parents.  

 Unlike any of the other cognitive orientations, work experiences influenced the 

conventionally oriented boys’ ideas about the future. Specifically, conventional boys are less 

likely to follow an occasional work pattern, low in work duration and intensity (Mortimer 

2003), meaning the boys worked less than 20 hours per week and were employed less than 

12 months45 compared to boys with the other cognitive orientations. Only .11 (p< .10) of 

conventional boys who worked less than 20 hours a week and less than 12 months 

throughout high school. This is the only cognitive orientation that is shaped by work 

experiences. 

The low aspirations boys’ cognitive orientations include aspirations for more 

education, perhaps marriage, and they have the lowest occupational aspirations of the 12th 

grade boys. Family income is significant for boys with this cognitive orientation. Parents of 

boys in this group reported household incomes of $30,000 to $39,999 (6.00, p<.05), 

somewhat higher than the average household income (5.78).  No other family measures are 

significantly related to this cognitive orientation. Additionally, neither are education or work 

experiences influential. Typically, the more resources families have to offer their children, 

the better positioned these children will be (Alwin and Thorton 1984; Axin, Duncan and 

Thorton 1997). Yet for this group, more resources does not appear to result in better 

positioning for the future, at least not as these boys are thinking about their futures.  

                                                 
45 Work duration is determined by the median number of months working as reported by adolescents, which for 
the YDS sample is 18 months. Summer employment is not included in this value. For full discussion see 
Mortimer 2003 pages 71-73.  
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For the adolescent boys who have uncertain cognitive orientations, that is, boys who 

are uncertain about their occupational aspirations and some uncertainty about education and 

marriage, the expectation would be that lower socio-economic standing, poor school 

performance, etc. would be related to the uncertainty they espouse. However, there are no 

significant influences.   

For boys, their families and school performance are related to their cognitive 

orientations. For example, higher parental educational attainment and good performance in 

school significantly contribute to having a cognitive orientation that is ambitious. 

Conversely, the conventional cognitively oriented boys have parents with lower educational 

attainment is lower and who reported less financial resources compared to the sample 

average. Nor did these boys do well in school. Interestingly, family income was higher for 

the boys with low aspirations cognitive orientations, which is difficult to explain. Also 

surprising is the lack of relationship high school work has to the cognitive orientations of 12th 

grade boys; only the conventional cognitively oriented boys demonstrated a significant 

relationship limited to the one work experience (low/low). Also, surprising is the lack of 

significance for race and nativity to the cognitive orientations. Ambitious boys have the 

highest GPA; conventional boys have the lowest GPA.  

 

Influences on Cognitive Orientations 

The cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and boys are influenced by family, 

education and, in a very limited way, work. The family covariates of importance for the 12th 

grade cognitive orientations are parental educational attainments and family household 

income. These influences on adolescent ideas for the future reveal that the family can 
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contribute conventional aspirations for girls and ambitious ones for boys, suggesting a 

positive relationship. In other words, parents with higher educational attainments contribute 

to their kids having cognitive orientations directed toward higher achievements as adults 

(e.g., more college, better paying jobs). Additionally, family—at least parents’ education—is 

linked to less ambitious ideas such as the girls who have low aspirations. Kids whose parents 

achieve less education or limited financial resources, have cognitive orientations that are for 

boys conventional and for some girls are low aspirations.   

Educational experiences resonate across many of the cognitive orientations. 

Performance in school, whether good or less good46, is linked to the cognitive orientations 

that adolescents had in 12th grade. For all but one group of girls, GPA is significantly related 

to cognitive orientations. Only the uncertain girls were not linked to GPA. School 

performance is bi-directional, in that less good school performance is related to less certainty 

of education or occupation, while better performance links to conventional or ambitious 

cognitive orientations for the girls. For boys, the relationship is more disparate in that boys 

with the highest GPA are ambitious, boys with the lowest GPA are conventional and boys 

with uncertainty demonstrate no relationship to their performance in school.  

Despite sharing the influences of family and school on cognitive orientations, work 

experiences are quite different. Cognitive orientations of girls are untouched by their work 

experiences, and the lack of influence holds true for three of the four cognitive orientations of 

the boys. Conventional oriented boys reveal that they are less likely to work occasionally 

during high school. Meaning, in comparison to the other boys, fewer conventional oriented 

                                                 
46 Across the cognitive orientations none of the groups had GPA that indicated failing.  
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boys worked less than 20 hours a week and less than 10 months over their high school 

attendance.   

Cognitive orientations look more similar between girls and boys than expected. The 

influences of family and education experiences that shape adolescent ideas about their futures 

are also more similar than disparate. The relationship of school performance with cognitive 

orientations is more varied. Better school performance characterizes girls who are ambitious 

and conventional and boys who are ambitious; however, conventional boys have less than 

average GPAs. With shared influences on the cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and 

boys, the question remains as to how successful they will be in attaining their aspirations and 

expectations.   

Adult Outcomes 

Differences in adult roles—specifically, the experiences of combining work and 

family—between women and men are well established (Han and Moen 1999; Moen and 

Roehling 2005; Hagestad 1992; Marx Ferree 1997; Shelton and Firestone 1989). One 

explanation for the differential adult roles is thought to be the result of the different goals that 

girls and boys have for their futures (Ott 1993; Gecas 2003; Maccoby 1998; Crosnoe 2000; 

Alder and Alder 1998; Thorne 1993). Yet, thus far my results reveal more similarity in the 

cognitive orientations as well as the influences on the cognitive orientations of girls and boys 

than would be expected considering their adult outcomes. To further explore the relationship 

of adolescent ideas to adult roles using the cognitive orientations of 12th grade adolescents 

and their subsequent adult roles at age 25, I used OLS and logistic regression models without 

the background covariates. For each OLS model, the cognitive orientation with greatest 
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probability was used as the reference group47. Each adult outcome consists of 5 logistic 

models with an alternative cognitive orientation as a reference group (e.g., ambitious). The 

odds ratios across each set of logistic regression models for every reference group are 

presented (e.g., parenthood).48 I estimated the effects of the cognitive orientations on 

educational attainments, employment and earnings, as well as the family roles of marriage 

and children. I report the models by adult role (i.e., parent) or attainment (i.e., employment) 

by gender. I begin each section with a description of the adult roles and attainments of the 

adolescents, who in 1999 (Wave 11) are now adults—25-26 years old.   

Girls to Women  

At age 25, the girls have transitioned into adult roles as women with jobs, marriages 

and children, or some combination of these roles.49 More women have children (42.0%)50 

than are married (34.0%), though overall 58.0% of women at this age do not have children. 

Twenty-seven percent didn’t go beyond high school in their educational pursuits, 24.0% have 

some college, and 23.3% earned college degrees. Most are employed (83.0%), and almost 

90% of these women reported earning much less than $1600 during the previous two weeks –

meaning their earnings are less than the median income in 1999 dollars (U.S. Census Bureau 

2005).51 In other words, most of these women are not earning $42,000 dollars which is the 

equivalent median income for 1999 as the occupational aspiration measure for 1989. Below I 

                                                 
47 Preliminary analyses explored shifting the reference group, which did not result in outcomes contradictory to 
the models shown here.  
48 Logistic coefficients are presented in Tables A3-8 in the appendix. 
49 Table 3.4 page 65 lists the descriptive statistics for the adult attainments. Percent distribution is available in 
Table A.2 in Appendix. 
50 There is a slight case difference in reported values, likely the result of the non-response (314 to 317).  
51 Recall that the occupational aspiration measure allows for comparison of occupation based aspirations across 
individuals with the median income value of $25,000 as the threshold. The $25,000 income is based on 1989 
dollars. As adults ten years later, comparisons using the 1989 value would be inaccurate, thus the income value 
adjusted for inflation to 1999 dollars is used.  
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describe how these adult attainments relate to the cognitive orientations they had in 12th 

grade.  

Table 5.3 Odds Ratios of Girls’ Cognitive Orientations Predicting Marriage at Age 25. 

Cognitive 
Orientation 
 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Conventional ref 1.31 0.85 3.06 1.15 
  (0.39) (0.24) (1.28)** (0.41) 
Vocationally 
Oriented 

0.77 ref 0.653 2.36 0.89 

 (0.23)  (0.23) (1.09) (0.36) 
Low Aspirations 1.18 1.53 ref 3.61 1.36 
 (0.34) (0.53)  (1.63)** (0.54) 
Uncertain 0.33 0.42 0.28 ref 0.38 
 (0.14)** (0.20) (0.13)**  (0.19) 
Ambitious 0.87 1.12 0.73 2.65 ref 
 (0.31) (0.46) (0.29) (1.33)  
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 
*p< .05 **p< .01  
Standard errors in parentheses 

    

  

In the 12th grade cognitive orientations, there was limited variation across the girls in 

their expectations for marriage, as most expected to marry. In 1999 the median age for first 

marriage is 25.1 years for women (US Census 2003), and at age 25 only one-third of the 

YDS women are married. Yet, there are differences across the cognitive orientations. Recall 

that as 12th grade girls, 40% had conventional cognitive orientations of which over 70% 

expected to marry; the occupations to which they aspired would likely earn the median 

income, and they expected to complete college or beyond. With the conventional oriented 

girls as the reference group, the odds ratio is .33, meaning the odds of women who were 

uncertain in 12th grade of being married is .33 times less than the conventional oriented 

women. Neither the vocationally oriented nor the low aspirations women are significantly 
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different from the conventional cognitively oriented women in their odds of being married at 

age 25. When compared to the uncertain group, the odds of conventional women being 

married are 3.06 greater than the uncertain women. As adolescents, with conventional 

cognitive orientations, they expressed the greatest degree of certainty toward marriage and as 

adults the odds are greater for them being married compared to the uncertain women. 

Additionally, the odds of the low aspirations oriented women being married is 3.61 (p<.01) 

greater than for the uncertain women. Though the conditional distributions across the 

cognitive orientations in expectations for marriage looked remarkably similar, two of the 

cognitive orientation groups have relatively high rates of marriage. Relative to any of the 

other cognitive orientations, the ambitious and the vocationally oriented women are not any 

more or less likely to be married. 

Table 5.4 Odds Ratios of Girls’ Cognitive Orientations Predicting Parenthood at Age 
25. 

Cognitive 
Orientation 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Conventional ref 0.49 0.49 0.71 1.50 
  (0.14)* (0.14)* (0.23) (0.55) 
Vocationally 
Oriented 

2.04 Ref 1.01 1.45 3.06 

 (0.58)*  (0.33) (0.54) (1.24)** 
Low Aspirations 2.03 0.99 ref 1.44 3.04 
 (0.57)* (0.33)  (0.53) (1.22)** 
Uncertain 1.41 0.69 0.705 Ref 2.11 
 (0.46) (0.26) (0.2)  (0.92) 
Ambitious 0.67 0.33 0.33 0.47 ref 
 (0.25) (0.13)** (0.13)** (0.21)  
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 
*p< .05 **p< .01  
Standard errors in parentheses 
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The cognitive orientations in 12th grade revealed less variation in expectations toward 

parenthood than marriage. Adult roles at age 25 show that more women (42%) have children 

than are married (34%). Despite minimal variation across the cognitive orientations, distinct 

differences occur in which groups are not parents at this age. The odds ratio of the 

vocationally oriented compared to the conventional group is 2.04, meaning that the odds of 

being a parent at age 25 for the women who were vocationally oriented (.91 expected to have 

at least one child or more) in 12th grade are 2.04 times greater than those women with 

conventional cognitive orientations in 12th grade (p<.05). Similarly, the odds of the women 

with low aspirations (.96 expected one or more children) in 12th grade being parents is 2.03 

more than for the women with conventional cognitive orientation (p<.05). Put another way, 

the odds of women who had conventional cognitive orientations in 12th grade are .49 less 

compared to either the vocationally oriented or the low aspiration oriented women (p<.05). 

The odds of being a parent for the women who were vocationally oriented or low aspirations 

are greater compared to those women with ambitious cognitive orientations in 12th grade 

(3.06 and 3.04 respectively, p<.01). Relative to any of the other cognitive orientations, the 

uncertain women are not any more or less likely to be parents. Despite minimal variation 

across expectations for children in the 12th grade, there are differences at this stage in their 

lives.  
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Table 5.5 OLS Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientations Predicting 
Number of Children at Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation   β SE 
    
Conventional  Ref  
Vocationally Oriented  0.35* (0.15) 
Low Aspirations  0.26 (0.14) 
Uncertain  0.25 (0.17) 
Ambitious  -0.18 (0.18) 

Constant  0.66** (0.08) 
R Squared   0.12  

    
N = 404      

*p<.05 **p< .01    
  

 In 1999, the average age of a woman’s first live birth was 24.1 (CDC 1997) and at 

this point, not quite half of the women reported having children. With the conventional 

oriented group omitted as the reference, the constant can be interpreted as the β for this group 

(see Table 5.5)52. Meaning that at age 25, the average number of children that women with a 

conventional cognitive orientation had is .66 (p<.05). The vocationally oriented women have 

.35 more children (p<.05).  In terms of the average number of children, none of the other 

cognitive orientations are significantly different from the conventional group. The cognitive 

orientations these women had in 12th grade explains 12% of the variation in the number of 

children the women have at this age.  

In 12th grade there is variability in the potential economic earnings across the jobs 

that the adolescent girls aspired to. Though there were differences there, work experiences 

held no influence on their cognitive orientations.  At age 25 there are differences in the odds 

of being employed. As demonstrated in model 1 (Table 5.6), with the conventional group as 

                                                 
52 Those with no children (0) were included in the analysis. 
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the reference, three of the four cognitive orientations have a significant odds ratio of less than 

one. Specifically, the odds of being employed at age 25 for the conventional group is 2.23 

times greater than for the vocationally oriented women (p<.05). Similarly, the odds of being 

employed for the conventional oriented women is 2.96 greater than the women with low 

aspirations (p<.01). When compared to the women who were uncertain in 12th grade, the 

odds of being employed for the conventional group is 3.06 greater (p<.01). At this age, 

having had conventional cognitive orientations increases the odds of being employed relative 

to the three other orientations who had lower or no aspirations in 12th grade. There appears to 

be no differences between the ambitious oriented group and those who had other cognitive 

orientations in employment.  

Table 5.6 Odds Ratios of Girls’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Employment at 
Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation 
 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Conventional ref 2.23 2.96 3.04 2.41 
  (0.88)* (1.12)** (1.29)** (1.10) 
Vocationally Oriented 0.45 ref 1.33 1.37 1.08 
 (0.18)*  (0.54) (0.61) (0.52) 
Low Aspirations 0.34 0.75 Ref 1.03 0.81 
 (0.13)** (0.30)  (0.44) (0.38) 
Uncertain 0.33 0.73 0.97 Ref 0.79 
 (0.14)** (0.33) (0.42)  (0.40) 
Ambitious 0.42 0.92 1.23 1.26 ref 
 (0.19) (0.44) (0.57) (0.63)  
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 
*p< .05 **p< .01  
Standard errors in parentheses 

     

  

With respect to employment, the ambitious cognitive orientation group expressed 

occupations aspirations that on average had the highest earning potential (78.28). Yet, at this 
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age, the odds of being employed for ambitious women, is not significantly different 

compared to the other women. However, the odds of women being employed who had 

conventional cognitive orientations in 12th grade are greater compared to three of the other 

four cognitive orientations. Average weekly income at this age is not significantly different 

across the five orientation groups. At this age, the women with conventional cognitive 

orientations in12th grade earned on average $952.15 every two weeks (p<.01). The R 

squared for this model is .01, meaning cognitive orientations explain 1% of the variance in 

weekly earned income at age 25. Relative to income, cognitive orientations are not offering 

much explanatory power.  

Table 5.7 OLS Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting 
Income at Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation   β SE 
    
Conventional  Ref  
Vocationally Oriented  -206.08 (149.78) 
Low Aspirations  -251.31 (148.21) 
Uncertain  74.16 (169.94) 
Ambitious  7.37 (174.37) 

Constant  952.15** (80.59) 
R Squared   0.01  

    
N = 387      

*p<.05 **p< .01    
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Table 5.8 OLS Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting 
Education Level at Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation   β SE 
    
Conventional  Ref  
Vocationally Oriented  -1.43** (0.25) 
Low Aspirations  -1.25** (0.25) 
Uncertain  -0.63* (0.29) 
Ambitious  0.26 (0.30) 

Constant  4.99** (0.14) 
R Squared   0.12  

    
N = 403      

*p<.05 **p< .01    
  

 Apart from occupational aspirations, educational aspirations and expectations 

provided a primary means of differentiation across the cognitive orientations. Girls with 

ambitious cognitive orientations had the highest educational aspirations, yet at this age, they 

are not significantly different from the women who had conventional cognitive orientations 

in adolescence. The conventional girls had the next highest set of educational aspirations in 

12th grade, and at age 25 on average they have achieved 4.99 or “some college” (p<.01). In 

comparison, those who were vocationally oriented earned on average 1.43 less education, or 

in the range of earning a technical/vocational degree (3.56; p<.01). Similarly, the girls with 

low aspirations in 12th grade achieved 1.25 less education (3.76, p<.01) at age 25. The 

uncertain girls on average achieved .63 less education compared to the conventional oriented 

women, though the women who had been uncertain appear to have earned associate degrees 

(4.36, p<.05).  

 At age 25, women with conventional cognitive orientations in 12th grade appear to be 

the most successful in terms of achieving their aspirations and expectations. These women 
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have greater odds of being married (with some with children), and of being employed. On 

average the conventional oriented women earn almost $25,000 a year and have completed 

some college. The cognitive orientation and subsequent attainment for this group of women 

is most consistent with Clausen’s (1991) notion of planful competence, in that the aspirations 

they set as girls in high school positioned them as women to attain their goals.  

 The girls with cognitive orientations characterized as less confident in the educational 

and occupational domains—that is, the vocationally oriented, low aspirations and uncertain 

girls—are often statistically different in comparison to the conventional girls. The educational 

and occupational attainments of women who had these three cognitive orientations are less 

relative to the conventional girls. However, with respect to parenthood the odds of the 

vocationally oriented and low aspirations oriented girls being parents is greater relative to 

women with conventional or ambitious cognitive orientations. Across all of the 12th grade 

cognitive orientations, girls expected to have children, yet the vocationally oriented and low 

aspirations oriented are set apart from the conventional and ambitious by their lower 

occupational aspirations. Similar to what Gerson (1985) found, perhaps the vocationally 

oriented and low aspirations oriented girls felt less inclined to pursue occupational goals 

instead choosing family roles.  

 In contrast the women with ambitious cognitive orientations in 12th grade do not 

appear to be achieving their aspirations and expectations at this time. The ambitious women 

are also not significantly different than the conventional women. Yet based on the ideas the 

ambitious oriented group had for the future, at age 25 they may still be in school pursuing 

degrees. If still pursuing their educational aspirations, their occupations would not be 

underway; as Modell (1989) and Peters, Guit and Rooijen (1992) reported, prolonged 
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education delays entry into work life. It is also plausible that their pursuit of higher education 

is delaying their entry into family roles of marriage and parenting (Modell 1989; Elder and 

O’Rand 1995).  

 The 12th grade girls who were uncertain appeared the most precarious, as they had no 

idea what they wanted to do—at least occupationally. From this analysis, it is not apparent 

that as women they are worse off due to the lack of occupational aspirations. However, it 

may be that the consequences of their lack of occupational direction will increase over time. 

The importance of transitions within age norms (Neugarten and Hagestad 1976) has 

implications for the trajectory of the life course, as institutions are ill-equipped to handle off-

time or out-of-sync transitions (Kohli 1986a; Mayer and Schopflin 1989).  As Mortimer et al. 

(2002) reveal, there are advantages to following the institutional pathways through school 

and work, which the women with conventional cognitive orientations lend support by way of 

their achievements at age 25. 

Boys to Men 

Boys have also transitioned into adulthood; as men they have jobs, marriages and 

children, or some combination of these roles (see Table 3.5). Like women at this age, the 

majority of men are employed (92.3%) and three-quarters reported earning less than $1600 

over a period of two weeks—the equivalent of $42,000, the median income for 1999 (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2005). Put another way, more males aspired to occupations that would earn 

the median income than actually do so at age 25. In terms of educational attainment, fewer 

than one third of the boys earned a high school diploma or less. Twenty-two percent attended 

vocational or technical schools, 23.0% have some college, and 23.3% earned college degrees. 

Thirty-one percent report being parents, 74.9% don’t have children living at home, and 
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33.4% are married. The influence of 12th grade cognitive orientations on adult roles for the 

men is more limited compared to the women.  

As adolescents, the boys had different expectations about marriage. Specifically, 

more of the boys with ambitious and conventional orientations expected to marry compared 

to the low aspiration or uncertain boys. Despite the variation in 12th grade, the odds of being 

married at age 25 are no different across any of the cognitive orientations. In other words, 

12th grade cognitive orientations have no effect on odds of whether these men are married.  

Table 5.9 Odds Ratios of Boys’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Marriage at Age 
25. 

Cognitive Orientation 
 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Ambitious ref 1.12 0.58 1.14 
  (0.35) (0.19) (0.47) 
Conventional 0.90 ref 0.52 1.02 
 (0.28)  (0.18) (0.43) 
Low Aspirations 1.74 1.94 Ref 1.98 
 (0.57) (0.66)  (0.86) 
Uncertain 0.88 0.98 0.51 ref 
 (0.37) (0.42) (0.22)  
Observations 296 296 296 296 
*p< .05 **p< .01  

Standard errors in parentheses 
    

  

 At age 25, slightly more men are married (33.4%) than have children (31.4%). 

Cognitive orientations in 12th grade revealed less variation across the groups in their 

expectations toward parenthood toward marriage. Yet unlike marriage for these men at age 

25, their cognitive orientations are related to being parents. In model 1, the men who in 12th 

grade had ambitious cognitive orientations, marked by their high occupational and 

educational aspirations, are the reference group (Table 5.10). The ambitious group expected 

to have children. However, the odds ratio of being a parent were higher for men who had low 
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aspirations, this is the group that, as boys in 12th grade, had low educational and 

occupational aspirations. This means that the odds of being parents for men with the low 

aspirations cognitive orientation are 6.06 times greater than the odds of ambitious group 

members being parents. Similarly, the odds of being a parent for men who were uncertain in 

12th grade are 3.18 times greater than the odds of men with the ambitious cognitive 

orientation being a parent. In model 2, the odds of being a parent for the low aspiration group 

is 3.38 times more than the odds of the being a parent for the men who had conventional 

cognitive orientations in 12th grade.   

Table 5.10 Odds Ratios of Boys’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Parenthood at 
Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation 
 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Ambitious ref 0.56 0.17 0.31 
  (0.20) (0.06)** (0.13)** 
Conventional 1.80 Ref 0.30 0.56 
 (0.64)  (0.10)** (0.23) 
Low Aspirations 6.06 3.38 Ref 1.90 
 (2.21)** (1.16)**  (0.79) 
Uncertain 3.18 1.77 0.53 ref 
 (1.36)** (0.72) (0.22)  
Observations 296 296 296 296 
*p< .05 **p< .01  

Standard errors in parentheses 

    

  

 In relation to the number of children these men have at this age, there are some 

differences. Table 5.1153 reports significant betas for three of the four cognitive orientations; 

the ambitious cognitive orientation is the omitted group for reference. Put another way, the 

constant can be understood as the average number of children the ambitious men have at age 

                                                 
53 There is one less case in the OLS regression model of the number of children compared to the available cases 
in the logistic regression models; this is the result of missing data.  



 

 132

25. On average, the ambitious men have .18 children (p<.05), which is close to zero. 

Similarly, the conventional oriented men, have on average .22 more children (p<.05) 

compared to the other groups; the predicted number of children for the conventional oriented 

men is .40. The men, who had low aspirations orientations in 12th grade that included .25 

reporting no expectations for children, have .62 more children (p<.01). Compared to the 

other groups, the predicted number of children for the low aspirations group is .80 making 

this the group with the highest predicted number of children across the orientations. 

Cognitive orientations account for 8% of the variation in the predicted number of children the 

men have at age 25.  

Table 5.11 OLS Regression Coefficients of Boys' Cognitive Orientations for Number of 
Children at Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation   β SE 
    
Ambitious  Ref  
Conventional  0.22* (0.11)  
Low Aspirations  0.62** (0.12)  
Uncertain  0.19 (0.15) 

Constant  0.18* (0.08) 
R Squared   0.08  

    
N = 295      

*p<.05 **p< .01    
  

 Over 90% of the men are employed at age 25. Across the boys’ cognitive 

orientations, occupational aspirations provided a source of differentiation. However, at age 

25 the cognitive orientations these men had as adolescents has no relationship to the odds of 

whether they are employed. None of the cognitive orientations offer predictive value to 

income. The R squared is .02, and accounts for 2% of the variation in this measure. Put 
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another way, this models offers limited explanatory value in understanding income for men 

at age 25.  

Table 5.12 Odds Ratios of Boys’ Cognitive Orientations for Predicting Employment at 
Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Ambitious ref 0.45 1.40 0.56 
  (0.28) (0.72) (0.45) 
Conventional 2.20 ref 3.07 1.24 
 (1.36)  (1.95) (1.10) 
Low Aspirations 0.72 0.33 ref 0.40 
 (0.37) (0.21)  (0.33) 
Uncertain 1.78 0.81 2.48 ref 
 (1.44) (0.72) (2.03)  
Observations 297 297 297 297 
*p< .05 **p< .01  

Standard errors in parentheses 
    

  

 

Table 5.13 OLS Regression Coefficients of Boys' Cognitive Orientations for Income at 
Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation   β SE 
    
Ambitious  Ref  
Conventional  262.61 (191.46) 
Low Aspirations  -293.78 (211.25) 
Uncertain  -106.02 (257.76) 

Constant  1,193.26** (131.73) 
R Squared   0.02  

    
N = 286      

*p<.05 **p< .01    
  

 In the 12th grade, the ambitious boys thought they would pursue advanced degrees, 

and Table 5.15 shows that this group of men has achieved the highest educational attainment 
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compared to the other cognitive orientations. Specifically, the men who had ambitious 

cognitive orientation in 12th grade have on average 5.01 education level or “some college” 

(p<.01). The men with conventional cognitive orientations achieved -.67 less education 

(p<.01). Similarly the men with low aspirations achieved the least education, -1.96 (3.05 

predicted value, p<.01) which equates to technical or vocational school. While the men who 

were uncertain in high school, earned -1.27 less, or total predicted education level of 3.74 

(p<.01); between technical or vocational school and an associates degree. The R squared for 

this model is .16, meaning the model explains 16% of the variance in men’s educational 

attainments at age 25.  

Table 5.14 OLS Regression Coefficients of Boys' Cognitive Orientations for Education 
Level at Age 25. 

Cognitive Orientation   β SE 
    
Ambitious  Ref  
Conventional  -0.67** (0.24) 
Low Aspirations  -1.96** (0.27) 
Uncertain  -1.27** (0.32) 

Constant  5.01** (0.17) 
R Squared   0.16  

    
N = 296      

*p<.05 **p< .01    
  

 

 In 12th grade the cognitive orientations these men had were different. Yet depending 

upon the adult role, their ideas for the future have very little influence on what’s occurring at 

age 25. The ambitious oriented men are faring the best relative to the other groups, and they 

characterized 40% of the 12th grade boys. Specifically, as adults the ambitious men have 
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attained more education. However, the odds of marriage and parenthood are low. The 

ambitious men would be described by Clausen (1991) as planfully competent, meaning that 

the cognitive orientation and subsequent attainment for this group of men is the result of the 

aspirations they set as boys in high school, better positioning them to attain their goals as 

adults. 

 Those men who had cognitive orientations characterized by their low aspirations in 

high school are not any more or less likely to be employed or married. Across all the 

cognitive orientations, marriage and employment are non-significant. Yet the odds of being a 

parent for the low aspiration group of men are greater relative to the ambitious and 

conventional oriented men. Similarly, the odds of the uncertain being parents are also greater 

compared to the ambitious oriented men. When unsure about work careers, Gerson (1985) 

found that some women chose motherhood versus paid work, allowing an acceptable 

alternative pathway. Men typically do not have the latitude to make a similar choice when 

faced with occupational uncertainty. The relationship of work and family for men, as 

Cohen’s (1993) interview expressed, is more interrelated, as men feel more tightly bound to 

their occupational roles. For those men who are parents, they may have a renewed 

commitment to their work, whereby becoming parents spurred them to be economically 

supportive (Marx Ferree 1997).  

 It is also interesting that marriage and employment are not predicated on any of the 

cognitive orientations that the men had as adolescents. As adults, most of the men work, 

allowing for little differentiation, which may account for the lack of statistical significance 

across the cognitive orientations. Clearly, men still spend more of their lives performing paid 

work (see for example, Bianchi, Casper, Berkow King 2005), and these men offer further 
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evidence of this. Yet it is unclear why there is no relationship to marriage. As adolescents, 

these men had lower expectations to be married, although this factor appears to have no 

bearing on whether they are actually married at age 25.  

Adult Influences 

 The cognitive orientations that characterized the largest proportions of adolescents in 

the 12th grade—conventional for the girls and ambitious for the boys—as adults, these two 

groups fare better compared to the others, at least at age 25. The conventional oriented girls 

as women have greater odds of being employed, of being married, and they have completed 

some college. The ambitious oriented boys, at age 25 earn more money and have completed 

more education. Their cognitive orientations provided some insight into the roles and 

attainments they achieve as adults. Those that are more planful (Clausen 1991) or 

institutionally consistent (Kohli 1986a; Mayer and Shopflin 1989) are more successful, at 

least at this stage in their lives. 

 At this age, gender differences are also appearing. The conventional oriented women 

are combining work and family, unlike the ambitious oriented men who are not. For girls 

who are vocationally oriented, or have the low aspirations or uncertain orientations, their 

attainments indicate that they have moved into family roles either as spouses or parents and 

are less apt to be employed. In contrast, those men with low aspirations or who were 

uncertain have greater odds of being parents. For men, employment is so pervasive it appears 

to serve no point of distinction across the groups. Neither does marriage offer differentiation. 

How lives unfold and influence cognitive orientations differs for men and women.  
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 Age 25 is still early in the study subjects’ adult lives, and prolonged participation in 

education may be affecting attainments. For example, the ambitious oriented girls may 

surpass their conventional counterparts if they are still in pursuit of their educational 

aspirations. Those groups that were uncertain perhaps will move into trajectories that will 

improve over time.   

Summary 
While the 12th grade cognitive orientations appear similar between girls and boys, 

what influences their ideas reveals important differences. Parents’ educational attainment, 

GPA and family income offer some sources of differentiation, affecting their cognitive 

orientations in predictable ways. For conventional oriented girls and ambitious boys the 

relationship to family is positive; parents with higher educational attainments contribute to 

their kids having cognitive orientations directed toward higher achievements as adults (e.g., 

more college, better paying jobs). Family, specifically parents’ education, is also linked to 

less ambitious ideas such as the girls who have low aspirations. The kids whose parents 

achieve less education or have limited financial resources have cognitive orientations that are 

for boys conventional and for girls characterized by low aspirations. GPA is significantly 

related to cognitive orientations for all but one group of girls. Poorer school performance is 

related to less certainty of education or occupation. Better performance links to conventional 

or ambitious cognitive orientations for the girls and the boys who are ambitious; however, 

conventional boys have less than average GPAs. 

 Beyond these factors, there are few similar influences across girls’ and boys’ 

cognitive orientations. Despite sharing the influences of family and school on cognitive 

orientations, work experiences are quite different. Cognitive orientations of girls are 
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untouched by their work experiences, and the lack of influence holds true for three of the 

four cognitive orientations of the boys. The only exception being conventional oriented boys 

who reveal that they are less likely to work occasionally during high school. 

 Just as what influences the cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and boys is 

varied, so too are the outcomes that their collection of aspirations and expectations have on 

their adult lives. As adults, the cognitive orientations of conventional oriented girls and 

ambitious boys provided some insight into the roles and attainments they achieve as adults. 

Essentially, those adolescents who had ideas that are more planful (Clausen 1991) or 

institutionally consistent (Kohli 1986a; Mayer and Shopflin 1989) are more successful, at 

least at age 25.  

 At this stage in their adult lives, gender differences are becoming noticeable. For 

women, the cognitive orientations they held as high school seniors are important in what they 

achieve and what roles they move into. Yet, for men the relationship of cognitive orientations 

to achievement is less predictive, particularly with respect to marriage and employment. 

Marriage is not variable in the adult men. Employment is so pervasive for adult men that it 

appears to serve no point of distinction across the groups. In contrast, those men who had low 

aspirations or who were uncertain have greater odds of being parents. The unfolding of lives 

and the effect cognitive orientations have for men and women is different. Though ideas for 

future lives look similar, what influences the cognitive orientations of girls and boys is more 

varied as is their adult outcomes.  
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CHAPTER 6   

Ideas, Expectations and Outcomes 
 

In this final chapter I discuss the theoretical and empirical implications of my 

research, and also suggest avenues for additional research. The first section provides a brief 

overview of the theoretical issues that motivated this project. In the following section, I 

review the main findings from my work, after which I outline the theoretical implications 

that derive from this work. Finally, I offer recommendations for future research.  

The Life Course & Adolescent Aspirations 
In Chapter 2, I presented a theoretical perspective, whereby the life course should be 

seen as a configuration of multiple roles embedded in social institutions (Levy 1996, 1997). 

Those roles comprise pathways through institutions, which can change over time (see, for 

example, Macmillan and Eliason 2003). The central idea is that the life course is a 

configuration of events, roles and trajectories. All of these occur over time and in different 

institutional contexts, demonstrating the dynamic and multidimensional nature of the life 

course. The latter has been neglected in contemporary scholarship. In related fashion, I 

contend that adolescent future plans—specifically aspirations and expectations—reflect how 

adolescents see their potential future lives (see Settersten, Furstenberg and Rumbaut 2005), 

which are also dynamic and multidimensional. Adolescents’ conceptions of their future lives 

also incorporate their self-concepts (see Gecas 2003; Bandura 1997; Pearlin and Schooler 

1978); the manner in which adolescents view themselves is intimately connected to what 

they envision in the future. In particular, the self-concept shapes the roles they will occupy 

(e.g. worker, student, partner, parent), and the timing and duration with which they expect to 
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participate (e.g. education) in those roles. All conceptions are created within particular social 

conditions that, on the micro level, reflect family resources, and on the macro level indicate 

cultural ideas. Additionally, I detail three substantive areas: status attainment, life course and 

social psychology, which emphasize different aspects of adolescence, and yet contribute to 

how we think about and study adolescence. From these perspectives, adolescents derive an 

interest in the ideas about or toward achievement that they conceive of for their futures. It is 

these ideas that shape the direction their lives will take (see Meeus, Goede, Kox and 

Hurrelmann 1992; Settersten, Furstenberg and Rumbaut 2005), as well as the outcomes and 

attainments they achieve (Sewell and Hauser 1975; Duncan, Featherman and Duncan 1972).  

Importantly, in Chapter 2 I also argue that gender (Bem 1981, 1983) and gendered 

experiences are salient to the life course (Mortimer and London 1984; Mortimer and 

Sorensen 1984; Moen 1992; Beutel and Marini 1995; see also Maccoby and Jacklin 1974). 

Gender differences in outcomes, such as earnings or educational attainment, are well 

established and research reveals that both women and men face disruptions to work due to 

family life (Moen 1985; Hagestad 1992). Although Garey (1999) concludes that women 

weave together work and motherhood, ten years earlier Kathleen Gerson (1989) found that 

women expressed a preference for pursuing either a work career or family career. In contrast, 

Nick Townsend (2002) uncovered that men desired a package deal—that is, having kids, 

being married, working in a steady job and owning a home—all of which were 

interconnected elements. Despite understanding that work and family roles occur in relation 

to one another as well as to other roles held within the life course, the dynamic and 

multidimensional ways that gender shapes the ideas and plans for the future are still ripe for 

exploration. More specifically, the significance of gender and gendering is absent from much 
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previous work on adolescent aspirations (for an exception, see Johnson and Mortimer 2000). 

Adolescence provides a portal for understanding the life course, particularly events in 

adulthood, and offers the opportunity to see how young women and men are thinking about 

their adult lives. 

Adolescent Cognitive Orientations 
Three separate-though-related research questions directed this project. First, how do 

young women and men envision their adult lives? That is, what are they aspiring to do as it is 

related to both arenas of work and family? Second, how similar or different are these 

formulations between adolescent girls and boys, and do these persist over time? To 

understand how young women and men envision their lives, I argue that adolescent 

aspirations and expectations coalesce into distinct cognitive orientations. Specifically, that 

the combination of aspirations and expectations toward education, work and family comprise 

different cognitive orientations adolescents have toward their adult futures. Third, what 

contributes to the formulation of adolescent aspirations and expectations toward their future 

work and family, and what relationship do their ideas for the future have to outcomes in 

adulthood? To address these questions, I used the YDS, a longitudinal panel study, to 

examine patterns of adolescent aspirations and expectations toward work, family and 

education. I contend that these are cognitive orientations. I empirically tested whether 

adolescent aspirations and expectations cohere into distinct cognitive orientations using latent 

class techniques.  

Using latent class analysis, distinctions among the patterns of adolescent aspirations 

and expectations were identified. In 9th grade, 5 different cognitive orientations characterized 

adolescent girls (conventional, educationally less uncertain, ambitious, occupationally 
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ambitious and uncertain). In 12th grade, adolescent girls revealed 5 cognitive orientations 

(conventional, vocationally oriented, low aspirations, uncertain and ambitious). In contrast, 

9th grade boys had 4 cognitive orientations (conventional, below average, uncertain, and 

occupationally ambitious) and 12th grade boys had 4 cognitive orientations (ambitious, 

conventional, low aspirations and uncertain).  

Next, I postulate that cognitive orientations would be different for adolescent girls 

and boys, and my analysis revealed both similarities and differences. The number of 

cognitive orientations remained the same for both the girls and boys from 9 to 12th grade, 

though the distributions and conditional probabilities shifted. The similarities across time are 

the cognitive orientations ambitious, uncertain, conventional and low aspirations—yet these 

orientations are not identical across the girls and boys. Within this project, I also question 

whether the distribution of cognitive orientations remains stable throughout high school, or 

changes. I found there are similar patterns across the time periods. Additionally, I found 

striking similarities across the cognitive orientations with respect to family, education and 

work. For example, the importance of marriage and family is clearly seen in the presence of 

expectations for both girls and boys in the freshman and senior years.  

Finally, I examine precursors to and outcomes of 12th grade cognitive orientations. 

Specifically, I evaluate the influence of gender in shaping the life course through differences 

between girls and boys, as well as other experiences such as family background, school and 

work experiences, on the likelihood of girls and boys having a particular cognitive 

orientation. Of the covariates used in the models, school performance (GPA), parents’ 

education and family income were statistically significant correlates of adolescent cognitive 
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orientations. Adult outcomes showed more gender differentiation through differences in 

achievement across the domains of family, work and education.  

Previous research suggests the importance of adolescence to adulthood (Settersten, 

Furstenberg and Rumbaut 2005; Larson, Brown and Mortimer 2002; see Mortimer and 

Larson 2002) and outcomes in adulthood. As adults, those adolescents who are planfully 

competent (Clausen 1991) or who had particular work experiences during adolescence 

(Mortimer 2003) appear to fare better compared to those adolescents lacking those attributes 

or experiences. My findings support this position in that the conventional and ambitious 

cognitive orientation for girls, and the ambitious cognitive orientation for boys, fare better in 

educational attainment relative to the other groups.  

From the empirical investigation of these questions derive four general conclusions. 

First, adolescent aspirations and expectations toward education, work and family do cohere 

into distinct patterns of cognitive orientations. There are different cognitive orientations, 

though these vary most in terms of educational and occupational attainments, and, to a lesser 

extent, adolescents’ certainty that they will attain their educational and occupational goals. In 

contrast, there was very little variation in expectations toward family, across the various 

cognitive orientations. While educational aspirations varied greatly, most adolescents 

expected to marry and have children. The lack of variation in family roles has at least two 

interpretations. Initially, the homogeneity of expectations toward marriage and children is not 

surprising, as there are virtually no other options. In other words, the lack of alternatives to 

marriage and parenthood are apparent by these adolesents’ orientations; culturally, being 

single or childless is not a state to which one aspires or is celebrated. Another interpretation, 

is that work and family balance is a non-issue at this age; it is not a tangible obstacle.   
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Second, there are both similarities and differences between the cognitive orientations 

of adolescent girls and boys. Further, the similarities and differences are seen in both 9th and 

12th grade. Conventional, ambitious and uncertain cognitive orientations characterize at least 

half of adolescent girls and boys in 12th grade. The general pattern for girls and boys with a 

conventional cognitive orientation is similar in terms of educational aspirations and 

expectations and occupational goals. Likewise, this is true for patterns within the ambitious- 

and uncertain-oriented adolescents. However, there are proportional differences between 

girls and boys, e.g., 35% of 12th grade boys are ambitious compared to 10% of girls. Further, 

even for the less-similar cognitive orientations of vocationally oriented or low aspirations, 

the gender differences are more subtle than pronounced. Still further, the similarities and 

differences between girls and boys occur in the 9th grade cognitive orientations. Although 

adolescence is a period of socialization, particularly for gendered norms and schema (Bem 

1981, 1983), gender appears less salient in relation to the 9th and 12th grade cognitive 

orientations. In other words, based on how gender affects the life course, we would expect 

greater variability between the orientations of girls and boys. Yet it may also be the case that 

at this stage gendering is more subtle or less likely to be captured when youth contemplate 

future goals and hopes.  

Third, the significance of family, work and school experiences for 12th grade 

cognitive orientations of adolescent girls and boys varies; that is, how the background 

covariates shape cognitive orientations differs. Compared to gender similarity in cognitive 

orientations, differences between the girls and boys are more noticeable with respect to the 

exogenous covariates. Family income was of no apparent consequence for the girls, but had 

influence for the boys. Parents’ education was relevant for the conventional and the low 
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aspiration girls, and the ambitious and conventional oriented boys. Work is significant for 

one group of boys, and not at all for girls. More specifically, while duration and intensity 

have implications for adolescents (Mortimer 2003) later in life, the types of work that 

adolescent girls perform during high school may be less relevant for future goals (i.e. 

babysitting). Conversely, the work boys perform may provide insight into the kind of work 

they desire or would like to avoid (i.e. retail, mechanics).  

In evaluating the exogenous covariates, the lack of racial differences is noticeable. 

Despite previous work that differentiates the life course for whites and non-whites, my 

findings offer no further evidence of difference. It may be that the YDS sample is too limited 

in racial heterogeneity to capture sufficient variation. Alternatively, for these adolescents 

cognitive orientations are not variable based on racial characteristics.  

 Finally, considering the similarity and difference in cognitive orientations of 

adolescent girls and boys, their future goals offer some insight into their roles and 

attainments actually achieved in adulthood. There are distinct ways that their cognitive 

orientations relate to the adult outcomes. For the adult women, cognitive orientations affect 

the odds of being a parent, being married, employment and education. Family roles are more 

affected than their income, with cognitive orientations relating to parenthood and marriage 

and inversely to employment. In other words, those women with decreased odds of 

employment had an increased odd of marriage and parenthood. In contrast, marriage and 

employment do not relate to men’s adolescent cognitive orientations. There are however, 

effects on parenthood and education; ambitious men have higher education. Men with lower 

aspirations also worked, but additionally had greater odds of being parents. The difference in 

how cognitive orientations affect adulthood hints of gender, as the women’s family roles are 
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affected, and the men’s educational attainment, linked to success in the breadwinner role is 

impacted. 

Implications of Adolescent Cognitive Orientations 
 The existence of different combinations of aspirations and expectations cohering into 

cognitive orientations provides support for the idea that the life course is multidimensional. 

Adolescents are not just thinking about the future in uniform ways, such as high, low or 

average, across the various domains, but appear to be thinking of these domains differently. 

Across and within domains there is variability in the level of aspiration and the degree of 

certainty. There is also evidence for the dynamism of the life course, through changes in the 

distributions across the cognitive orientations and, in a more limited way, shifts from 

adolescent cognitive orientations to adult outcomes (e.g., vocationally oriented to 

parenthood).  

Considering that the life course is gendered (Moen 2001), we should expect that 

young women and men have different aspirations and expectations about paid work, 

education, and family. Yet the persistence of gendered roles and expectations surrounding 

care work and employment demonstrate the continued influence these ideas have on the life 

course for both men and women. Through formal institutions (see Heinz 1992) and cultural 

expectations (see Bem 1993), gender shapes how women and men see themselves and 

envision their futures. The differences between girls and boys within cognitive orientations 

with respect to educational aspirations and marital expectations demonstrate the roles of 

gender in adolescence. However, there is also more similarity in the cognitive orientations of 

girls and boys than has previously been acknowledged, and this is likely the result of their 

similar experiences thus far in their lives. Still the different adult outcomes reveal gender 
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differentiation in the life course, particularly as women and men interact with more 

institutions such as work and family.  

 Typically, the influence of gender can be seen in the different value orientations 

young women and men espouse (Beutel and Marini 1995; see also Maccoby and Jacklin 

1974). Gender provides a schema (Bem 1981, 1983) or beliefs about how women and men 

are to behave and think about themselves and the larger social world (Bem 1993). Further, 

gendering is persistent and pervasive throughout the life course. Women are more likely to 

experience demands and conflict (Moen 1992; Mortimer and London 1984; Mortimer and 

Sorensen 1984) from both work and family roles, at an earlier time compared to men, which 

may alter women’s plans (Gerson 1985), or change their expectations (Johnson and Mortimer 

2000) or plans for combining work and family (Peter, Guit, and Rooijen 1992). The stability 

of future plans is likely to be affected by the different ways gender affects women and men. 

Additionally, as gender expectations become more egalitarian, adolescent aspirations and 

expectations for the future could change as the youths attempt to figure out what they hope to 

attain, which may diverge from more traditional gender schema. The higher educational and 

occupational aspirations of adolescent girls compared to boys offers hope for change, yet the 

persistent inequality in adult occupational and economic outcomes suggest otherwise. 

 The multidimensionality of cognitive orientations for adolescent girls and boys 

indicates both stable and changing ideas for the future, yet the similarities of the cognitive 

orientations with respect to family reveal an interesting paradox. On the one hand, for most 

individuals family is an a priori expectation of adulthood, meaning that family will be 

combined with any other adult roles, such as work and education. On the other hand, it is the 

management of family roles with other roles that will present challenges and disruptions for 
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most adult men and women (Moen 1985; Hagestad 1992). Even for the most ambitious 

youth, both adolescent girls and boys expected to marry and become parents. This leaves the 

variability, as far as adolescents are concerned, to educational and occupational pursuits. In 

contrast, the 12th grade boys with uncertain orientations are also uncertain about marriage 

and kids. One interpretation of this uncertainty is that these young men are cognizant of how 

their employment and educational status will affect their appeal as potential mates (see Edin 

and Kefalas 2005). That is to say, at this stage in the life course these 12th grade boys who are 

uncertain may be aware of their future challenges in combining multiple roles.  

 While the ambitious and conventional oriented youths have achieved more relative to 

the other groups, Schneider and Stevenson (1999) found that adolescents who had ambitious 

ideas about educational and occupational attainment lacked a plan for attaining their goals. 

The range of cognitive orientations suggests more variability, and some adolescents who are 

quite uncertain about their futures. It may be that for the more ambitious, and even 

conventional oriented adolescents, they are ill-equipped to achieve their goals. The fact that 

they have not attained their aspirations at age 25 may point to lack of skill. It could also be 

that lack of direction or information needed to achieve aspirations contributes to a prolonged 

transition to adulthood (Arnett 2000). However, the proportion of married women, and 

employed fathers at age 25 doesn’t appear prolonged—these are adult roles. 

 There have also been tremendous changes in family formation or family careers. 

Transitions such as first marriage and childbirth are delayed as the ages for these significant 

life events increases (Golini and Silvestrini 1997; Goldscheider and Waite 1991). 

Demographic shifts demonstrate that families are decreasing in number, as fewer people are 

marrying or having children (Goldscheider and Waite 1991). Jacobs and Gerson (1998) 
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contend that smaller family size allows for more time at work, which can be used to advance 

careers. For dual earner couples, having fewer children or no children reduces the conflict 

between time spent at work and time at home. Family careers appear to be giving way to 

work careers.54  The ambitious oriented men, and perhaps the ambitious women, though it 

remains to be seen, may be indicators of this change in family and work. The adult outcomes 

also indicate that for women combinations are important, as the conventional women were 

employed and married and less apt to have children. Conventional men, however, were 

working and parenting. Additionally, for those women with cognitive orientations that were 

less certain about school or work, family became a more viable option as they transitioned 

into adulthood. 

 Compared to men, women have a more culturally-acceptable avenue for opting out—

choosing caretaking and childrearing, which Gerson’s (1985) findings suggest. Within the 

life course, employment and family trajectories intersect and interact with each other, and the 

timing of events in one role affects timing in the other. Timing and order of roles also 

demonstrate the multidimensionality of the life course, and from their cognitive orientations, 

it appears that adolescents have only a glimpse of the multidimensionality before 

transitioning into adulthood.  

 Family roles are also affected through participation in economic roles. As increasing 

numbers of women participate full time in the labor market, the resulting reduced time for 

childcare is considered one of the elements contributing to decreases in family size (see 

Reskin and Pavadic 1994). As women, adolescents with conventional cognitive orientations 

                                                 
54 Goldschieder and Waite (1991) further assert that decline in family size may be connected to greater numbers 
of women in paid work, but only to the extent that men have not increased their involvement in family and care 
work.  
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may have fewer children, if they continue to work. Moreover, with more women pursuing 

college degrees, marriage and childbirth are delayed. While not long ago college educated 

women were more likely to disrupt their paid work trajectories in order to care for their 

young children (Moen 1985), this trend appears to be changing. Once children are born, more 

mothers are returning to their paid jobs then ever before. A changing economic landscape has 

dramatically impacted work and family lives.   

 The timing and order of roles for men and women are also important for life course 

formation, affecting work-family linkages—notably, family formation and occupational 

attainment. Early marriage and childbirth decrease women’s participation in the paid sector, 

resulting in decreased earnings (Taniguchi 1999; Reskin and Pavadic 1994; see also 

Blackburn, Bloom and Neumark 1993).  The vocationally oriented, and low aspiration 

cognitive oriented girls, who at age 25 are now married and having children, are likely to 

earn less in their paid work in the future. Women who have children earlier or prior to 

participation in the paid sector incur a greater loss of wages as compared to women who 

spent time performing paid work before exiting the labor market to have children. In contrast, 

women who exit the labor market later in the life course experience less disruption in their 

earnings (Reskin and Pavadic 1994). For women, the order in which paid work and child 

bearing occurs has pronounced effects on their economic well-being.  

  Also relevant is the lack of relationship that cognitive orientations have to adult 

outcomes. The persistence of institutional pathways, the gendering within those pathways, 

and the influence of institutions in shaping an individual’s life course over time (Heinz 1992; 

Kohli 1986b; Mayer 1997; Weymann and Heinz 1996) offer sound explanations for the lack 

of differentiation in outcomes across the cognitive orientations, or conversely, the similarity 
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among adult life-course patterns. It is the institutional pathways (Elder, Johnson and Crosnoe 

2003), where actors continuously interact in social institutions such as school and 

employment, that minimize the heterogeneity in adult roles. Due to consistent participation 

within these institutions, the patterns people’s lives follow increasingly resemble one 

another; their life paths become standardized. As Kruger (1999) explains, “social institutions 

such as the educational system, the family, the labour market and the social security system 

structure the life course by standardizing individual labour market entries, positions, career 

paths and long-term perspectives to a high degree” (p. 192). Institutions such as education 

(Meyer 1977) and work (Kohli 1986a;1988) create an ordered pattern that individuals follow, 

which apparently has little to do with where or what was aspired to or expected to occur.  

Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research 
 While the research discussed here has provided empirical evidence of adolescent 

cognitive orientations, the results are limited in that I examined the patterns of aspirations 

and expectations for a select group of youth. The YDS encompasses life in a single 

midwestern city and cannot address differences noted between urban and rural settings 

(Shanahan et al. 1998, Elder and Conger 2002), experiences of youth living in poverty 

(Newman 1999), or racial differences and trajectories (Macleod 1995). My project examined 

gender differences; future research should examine a more diverse group of adolescents, 

which could reveal more insight into the available institutional pathways for adolescents. 

Additionally, it may be that some groups of adolescents are not likely to find a formal 

pathway, resulting in uncertainty.  

 Related, another limitation of my project is the data. The first data limitation regards 

the sample of students who remained in school and continued to participate in the study. 
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Those students who dropped out of school could be quite different from the ones who 

remained. Additionally, respondents who continued participating through wave 11 may also 

be different than those who did not complete a survey. Second, limitation results from the 

assumptions inferred about adolescents’ uncertainty as indicated by missing data. As my 

previous discussion of missing data details, data that is missing (non-random and non-

ignorable) should be included in the analysis. Methods for treating missing data such as 

multiple imputation or mean substitution, while keeping the data in the analysis, also changes 

the meaning of the data, particularly the missing data. This change can be easily seen in the 

value of the occupational income aspiration measure. The value of the occupational income 

measure would be pulled to the mean, likely shifting away from the true value. Though I 

examined the patterns of omitted responses, concluding that adolescents selectively chose not 

to answer a question, future investigations should include a ‘don’t know’ response to increase 

validity.  

 The significance of gender roles to the life course, particularly for the work-family 

interface, needs further investigation. Hochschild and Machung (1989) show that women 

work a “second shift” where they continue to shoulder the responsibility for the family as 

well as maintaining their paid jobs outside of the home. It is estimated that by marrying, a 

woman adds on average nine hours of household labor to her week (Shelton 1992). Since 

women maintain the family through a second shift, the relationship of work to family gets 

overlooked by research focusing solely on career paths of paid work. The second shift could 

account for increased transitions (job changes) within work trajectories for women as 

compared to men, as women attempt to manage their work and family responsibilities. Even 

less is known about the issues men confront.  
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 Finally, my findings resulted in observing a lack of explanatory relationship between 

adolescent cognitive orientations and adult outcomes, or roles for men or women.  Education 

is one institution that is contributing to the extension or delay of young adults’ transitions 

into adult roles. As Mortimer (2003) also suggests looking at outcomes beyond 7 years after 

high school, it may be that the significance of adolescent experiences becomes more apparent 

further from the transition into adulthood. Additional research should consider the adult roles 

at several points in time, as the timing and order of roles within institutional pathways may 

be differentiated by cognitive orientations.  
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Table A.1 
 

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT STUDY  
 

 
 ------------Administration in School-------------      ---------------------------------Mail Survey-------------------------- 
 

Wave 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Year 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1997 1998 1999 2000 

Survey Type Full Full Full Full Short Short Short Full Short Short Short Full 

Age 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 23-24 24-25 25-26 26-27 
 
# of Adolescent 
Respondents 

 
1000* 

 
964 

 
957 

 
933 

 
816 

 
782 

 
799 

 
780 

 
788 

 
761 

 
726 

 
760 

 
Retention Rate 

 
-- 

 
96.2% 

 
95.4% 

 
92.7% 

 
81.3% 

 
77.7% 

 
79.6% 

 
77.6% 

 
78.6% 

 
75.9% 

 
72.4% 

 
75.8% 

 
# Mothers 
Responding 

 
924 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
690 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
# Fathers 
Responding 

 
649 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
440 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
% Respondents 
With At Least One 
Parent Responding 

 
95.9% 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
79.1% 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 This research was funded by the National Institute of Mental Health, "Work Experience and Mental Health:  A Panel Study of  
 Youth" (MH42843).  
 *1010 consented to participate in Fall, 1987.  
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Table A.2  Distribution of Outcome Variables for at Age 25, YDS.
Girls Boys

Education 
   ≤ High School 22.3% 29.0%
  VoTech /Associates / Other 26.0% 22.6%
  Some College 24.6% 23.0%
  College 24.1% 23.3%
  MA, Ph.D 3.0% 2.1%

Employed 83.0% 925.3%

Income (2 weeks) 
   ≤ $500 26.9% 18.5%
  $501-$900 29.4% 21.4%
  $901 - $1,200 23.5% 17.8%
  $1,201 - $20,000 25.1% 42.3%

Number of Children 
  0 54.0% 74.9%
  1-2 39.3% 22.1%
  3+ 6.7% 3.0%

Parent 45.0% 31.4%

Marriage 34.2% 33.4%
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Table A.3 Logistic Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientation Predicting Marriage 
at Age 25. 
Cognitive 
Orientation Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Conventional ref 0.26 -0.17 1.12 0.14 
  (0.30) (0.28) (0.42)** (0.36) 
Vocationally 
Oriented 

-0.26 ref -0.43 0.86 -0.12 

 (0.30)  (0.34) (0.46) (0.41) 
Low Aspirations 0.17 0.43 ref 1.28 0.31 
 (0.28) (0.34)  (0.45)** (0.40) 
Uncertain -1.12 -0.86 -1.28 ref -0.97 
 (0.42)** (0.46) (0.45)**  (0.50) 
Ambitious -0.14 0.12 -0.31 0.97 ref 
 (0.36) (0.41) (0.40) (0.50)  
Constant -0.52 -0.78 -0.35 -1.63 -0.66 
 (0.16)** (0.25)** (0.23) (0.39)** (0.32)* 
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 
*p< .05 **p< .01  Standard errors in parentheses   
 
Table A.4 Logistic Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientation Predicting 
Parenthood at Age 25. 
Cognitive 
Orientation Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Conventional ref -0.71 -0.71 -0.34 0.40 
  (0.28)* (0.28)* (0.33) (0.37) 
Vocationally 
Oriented 

0.71 ref 0.01 0.37 1.12 

 (0.28)*  (0.33) (0.37) (0.41)** 
Low Aspirations 0.71 -0.01 ref 0.36 1.11 
 (0.28)* (0.33)  (0.37) (0.40)** 
Uncertain 0.34 -0.37 -0.36 ref 0.75 
 (0.33) (0.37) (0.37)  (0.44) 
Ambitious -0.40 -1.12 -1.11 -0.75 ref 
 (0.37) (0.41)** (0.40)** (0.44)  
Constant -0.47 0.25 0.24 -0.12 -0.87 
 (0.16)** (0.24) (0.23) (0.29) (0.33)** 
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 
*p< .05 **p< .01 Standard errors in parentheses    
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Table A.5 Logistic Regression Coefficients for Girls’ Cognitive Orientation Predicting 
Parenthood at Age 25. 
Cognitive 
Orientation Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Conventional ref -0.71 -0.71 -0.34 0.40 
  (0.28)* (0.28)* (0.33) (0.37) 
Vocationally 
Oriented 

0.71 ref 0.01 0.37 1.12 

 (0.28)*  (0.33) (0.37) (0.41)** 
Low Aspirations 0.71 -0.01 ref 0.36 1.11 
 (0.28)* (0.33)  (0.37) (0.40)** 
Uncertain 0.34 -0.37 -0.36 ref 0.75 
 (0.33) (0.37) (0.37)  (0.44) 
Ambitious -0.40 -1.12 -1.11 -0.75 ref 
 (0.37) (0.41)** (0.40)** (0.44)  
Constant -0.47 0.25 0.24 -0.12 -0.87 
 (0.16)** (0.24) (0.23) (0.29) (0.33)** 
Observations 407 407 407 407 407 
*p< .05 **p< .01 Standard errors in parentheses    
 

Table A.6 Logistic Regression Coefficients for Boys’ Cognitive Orientation  
Predicting Marriage at Age 25. 
Cognitive Orientation 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Ambitious ref 0.11 -0.55 0.13 
  (0.31) (0.33) (0.42) 
Conventional -0.11 ref -0.66 0.02 
 (0.31)  (0.34) (0.42) 
Low Aspirations 0.55 0.66 ref 0.68 
 (0.33) (0.34)  (0.44) 
Uncertain -0.13 -0.02 -0.68 ref 
 (0.42) (0.42) (0.44)  
Constant -0.77 -0.88 -0.22 -0.90 
 (0.21)** (0.23)** (0.25) (0.36)* 
Observations 296 296 296 296 
*p< .05 **p< .01  Standard errors in parentheses   
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Table A.7 Logistic Regression Coefficients for Boys’ Cognitive Orientation  
Predicting Parenthood at Age 25. 
Cognitive Orientation 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Ambitious ref -0.58 -1.80 -1.16 
  (0.35) (0.36)** (0.43)** 
Conventional 0.58 ref -1.22 -0.57 
 (0.35)  (0.34)** (0.41) 
Low Aspirations 1.80 1.22 ref 0.64 
 (0.36)** (0.34)**  (0.42) 
Uncertain 1.16 0.57 -0.64 ref 
 (0.43)** (0.41) (0.42)  
Constant -1.59 -1.00 0.22 -0.43 
 (0.27)** (0.23)** (0.25) (0.33) 
Observations 296 296 296 296 
*p< .05 **p< .01 Standard errors in parentheses    
 
Table A.8 Logistic Regression Coefficients for Boys’ Cognitive Orientation  
Predicting Employment at Age 25. 
Cognitive 
Orientation 
 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Ambitious ref -0.79 0.33 -0.58 
  (0.62) (0.51) (0.81) 
Conventional 0.79 ref 1.12 0.21 
 (0.62)  (0.64) (0.89) 
Low Aspirations -0.33 -1.12 ref -0.91 
 (0.51) (0.64)  (0.82) 
Uncertain 0.58 -0.21 0.91 ref 
 (0.81) (0.89) (0.82)  
Constant 2.31 3.10 1.98 2.89 
 (0.35)** (0.51)** (0.38)** (0.73)** 
Observations 296 296 296 296 
*p< .05 **p< .01  Standard errors in parentheses   
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Table A.9 Correlations of Girls Wave 1 Latent Class Measures with Significance Level and Number of Observations. 
W1 Educational 
Aspirations

W1 Educational 
Expectations

W1 Marriage 
Expectations

W1 Child 
Expectations

W1 Occupational 
Expectations

W1 Don't Know 
Occupation

W1 Occupational 
Aspirations

W1 Educational 
Aspirations 1

496

W1 Educational 
Expectations 0.5915 1

0
496 496

W1 Marriage 
Expectations 0.07 0.0729 1

0.1197 0.1049
496 496 496

W1 Child 
Expectations -0.0114 0.0267 -0.0755 1

0.7996 0.5525 0.0932
496 496 496 496

W1 Occupational 
Expectations -0.1155 -0.1937 -0.046 -0.0041 1

0.01 0 0.3065 0.9268
496 496 496 496 496

W1 Don't Know 
Occupation -0.1297 -0.1332 -0.0014 -0.0055 0.0716 1

0.0038 0.003 0.9757 0.9027 0.1115
496 496 496 496 496 496

W1 Occupational 
Aspirations 0.3301 0.2781 0.0496 -0.0053 -0.0089 -0.1482 1

0 0 0.2703 0.9059 0.843 0.0009
496 496 496 496 496 496 496  
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Table A.10 Correlations of Girls Wave 4 Latent Class Measures with Significance Level and Number of Observations. 
W4 Educational 
Aspirations

W4 Educational 
Expectations

W4 Marriage 
Expectations

W4 Child 
Expectations

W4 Occupational 
Expectations

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation

W4 Occupational 
Aspirations

W1 Educational 
Aspirations 1

496

W4 Educational 
Expectations 0.6471 1

0
496 496

W4 Marriage 
Expectations 0.0725 0.0764 1

0.107 0.0893
496 496 496

W4 Child 
Expectations 0.0075 0.0637 -0.0475 1

0.868 0.1563 0.2907
496 496 496 496

W4 Occupational 
Expectations -0.0671 -0.1114 0.0299 -0.0748 1

0.1355 0.013 0.507 0.0962
496 496 496 496 496

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation -0.0669 -0.1126 -0.1505 -0.1142 0.0907 1

0.1369 0.0121 0.0008 0.0109 0.0435
496 496 496 496 496 496

W4 Occupational 
Aspirations 0.3344 0.3623 0.1175 0.038 -0.0084 -0.1364 1

0 0 0.0088 0.3979 0.8521 0.0023
496 496 496 496 496 496 496  
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Table A.11 Correlations of Girls Wave 4 Latent Class Measures with Exogenous Covariates, Significance Level and  
Number of Observations. 

W4 Educational 
Aspirations

W4 Educational 
Expectations

W4 Marriage 
Expectations

W4 Child 
Expectations

W4 Occupational 
Expectations

W4 Occupation 
Aspirations

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation

Race -0.0074 0.0807 -0.0848 0.0281 0.0842 0.081 -0.0673
0.87 0.0724 0.0593 0.5317 0.061 0.0714 0.1346
496 496 496 496 496 496 496

Family Compostion 0.1056 0.1547 0.0265 0.0699 0.0105 0.0658 -0.0117
0.0186 0.0005 0.5557 0.1199 0.8161 0.1434 0.7957
496 496 496 496 496 496 496

Nativity -0.0495 -0.0669 -0.0201 0.0221 -0.0233 -0.0861 -0.1064
0.271 0.137 0.6547 0.6227 0.6047 0.0553 0.0178
496 496 496 496 496 496 496

Parents' Education 0.2357 0.2927 0.077 -0.0117 0.0843 0.186 -0.0164
0 0 0.0867 0.7958 0.0606 0 0.7154
496 496 496 496 496 496 496

Family Income 0.2102 0.2498 -0.0161 0.011 0.0898 0.1152 -0.0659
0 0 0.7201 0.8069 0.0457 0.0102 0.1429
496 496 496 496 496 496 496

W4 GPA 0.278 0.349 -0.0391 0.0454 -0.0134 0.2511 -0.036
0 0 0.3849 0.3125 0.7655 0 0.4242
496 496 496 496 496 496 496

Work 
Duration/Intensity -0.0065 -0.0144 -0.0395 0.1188 -0.132 -0.0203 -0.0698

0.885 0.7495 0.3803 0.0081 0.0032 0.6528 0.1206
496 496 496 496 496 496 496  
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Table A.12 Correlations of Girls Wave 4 Latent Class Measures with Adult Outcomes, Significance Level and  
Number of Observations. 

W4 Educational 
Aspirations

W4 Educational 
Expectations

W4 Marriage 
Expectations

W4 Child 
Expectations

W4 Occupational 
Expectations

W4 Occupation 
Aspirations

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation

Wave 11
Married 0.0522 0.0676 -0.0673 0.0702 -0.0006 -0.0026 -0.1391

0.2934 0.1736 0.1756 0.1573 0.9906 0.9581 0.0049
407 407 407 407 407 407 407

Parenthood -0.126 -0.2635 0.0113 0.0352 -0.1241 -0.1297 0.0147
0.011 0 0.8208 0.4786 0.0123 0.0088 0.7676
407 407 407 407 407 407 407

Number of Childr -0.1079 -0.3056 0.0207 0.061 -0.0849 -0.1191 0.0466
0.0301 0 0.6788 0.2214 0.0882 0.0166 0.3499
404 404 404 404 404 404 404

Educational 
Level 0.26 0.4254 -0.0266 0.1207 -0.0155 0.1916 -0.0187

0 0 0.5942 0.0153 0.7564 0.0001 0.7076
403 403 403 403 403 403 403

Employed 0.1299 0.1885 -0.043 -0.022 -0.0483 -0.0337 -0.0743
0.0087 0.0001 0.3873 0.6575 0.3313 0.4978 0.1345
407 407 407 407 407 407 407

2 Week Income 0.1231 0.1734 -0.0112 0.0809 -0.0645 0.0346 0.052
0.0154 0.0006 0.8258 0.1122 0.2058 0.4973 0.3072
387 387 387 387 387 387 387  
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Table A.13 Correlations of Boys Wave 1 Latent Class Measures with Significance Level and Number of Observations. 
W1 Educational 
Aspirations

W1 Educational 
Expectations

W1 Marriage 
Expectations W1 Child Expectations

W1 Occupational 
Expectations

W1 Don't Know 
Occupation

W1 Occupational 
Aspirations

W1 Educational 
Aspirations 1

431

W1 Educational 
Expectations 0.6484 1

0
431 431

W1 Marriage 
Expectations 0.0501 0.0475 1

0.2992 0.3251
431 431 431

W1 Child Expectations 0.166 0.1529 -0.0652 1
0.0005 0.0015 0.1769
431 431 431 431

W1 Occupational 
Expectations -0.0355 0.0102 0.0429 0.0519 1

0.4625 0.8333 0.3744 0.2827
431 431 431 431 431

W1 Don't Know 
Occupation -0.1676 -0.1542 -0.0251 0.0128 0.1175 1

0.0005 0.0013 0.604 0.791 0.0147
431 431 431 431 431 431

W1 Occupational 
Aspirations 0.214 0.2344 0.018 -0.019 -0.0115 -0.1573 1

0 0 0.7087 0.6948 0.8112 0.0011
431 431 431 431 431 431 431 431  

 

 



 

 183

Table A.14 Correlations of Boys Wave 4 Latent Class Measures with Significance Level and Number of Observations. 
W4 Educational 
Aspirations

W4 Educational 
Expectations

W4 Marriage 
Expectations

W4 Child 
Expectations

W4 Occupational 
Expectations

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation

W4 Occupational 
Aspirations

W1 Educational 
Aspirations 1

431

W4 Educational 
Expectations 0.6696 1

0
431 431

W4 Marriage 
Expectations 0.1317 0.1116 1

0.0062 0.0204
431 431 431

W4 Child 
Expectations 0.1144 0.0903 -0.0237 1

0.0175 0.0612 0.624
431 431 431 431

W4 Occupational 
Expectations 0.0102 -0.1061 0.0593 -0.0067 1

0.8334 0.0276 0.2189 0.8895
431 431 431 431 431

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation -0.1024 -0.149 -0.0761 -0.0532 0.1836 1

0.0335 0.0019 0.1149 0.2705 0.0001
431 431 431 431 431 431

W4 Occupational 
Aspirations 0.268 0.3319 -0.0446 0.1635 0.0431 -0.1166 1

0 0 0.3558 0.0007 0.3721 0.0154
431 431 431 431 431 431 431  
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Table A.15 Correlations of Boys Wave 4 Latent Class Measures with Exogenous Covariates, Significance Level and  
Number of Observations. 

W4 Educational 
Aspirations

W4 Educational 
Expectations

W4 Marriage 
Expectations

W4 Child 
Expectations

W4 
Occupational 
Expectations

W4 Occupation 
Aspirations

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation

Race -0.1052 -0.0287 0.031 -0.1049 -0.0598 0.0313 -0.044
0.0289 0.5531 0.5207 0.0295 0.2153 0.5173 0.362
431 431 431 431 431 431 431

Family Compostion -0.0574 -0.0458 0.0123 0.028 -0.0191 0.0282 -0.0434
0.2344 0.3425 0.7989 0.5617 0.6928 0.5595 0.3686
431 431 431 431 431 431 431

Nativity -0.1221 -0.1743 -0.0729 -0.0836 -0.0909 0.0263 -0.0074
0.0112 0.0003 0.1308 0.083 0.0592 0.586 0.8775
431 431 431 431 431 431 431

Parents' Education 0.2875 0.3616 0.1341 -0.012 0.1849 0.0304 -0.0444
0 0 0.0053 0.8045 0.0001 0.5288 0.3578
431 431 431 431 431 431 431

Family Income 0.1053 0.1823 0.1066 0.037 0.0313 0.0232 -0.0514
0.0288 0.0001 0.0269 0.4432 0.5168 0.6315 0.2873
431 431 431 431 431 431 431

W4 GPA 0.2936 0.3568 0.0856 -0.0365 0.2315 0.0389 -0.0337
0 0 0.0758 0.4502 0 0.4207 0.4847
431 431 431 431 431 431 431

Work 
Duration/Intensity -0.0669 -0.1027 0.0034 0.0438 0.01 -0.0178 -0.0404

0.1658 0.33 0.9442 0.3639 0.8358 0.7124 0.403
431 431 431 431 431 431 431  
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Table A.16 Correlations of Boys Wave 4 Latent Class Measures with Adult Outcomes, Significance Level and  
Number of Observations. 

W4 Educational 
Aspirations

W4 Educational 
Expectations

W4 Marriage 
Expectations

W4 Child 
Expectations

W4 
Occupational 
Expectations

W4 Occupation 
Aspirations

W4 Don't Know 
Occupation

Wave 11
Married 0.0328 0.0108 0.127 0.1006 -0.1203 -0.0693 -0.0483

0.5744 0.8533 0.0289 0.0841 0.0386 0.2347 0.4081
296 296 296 296 296 296 296

Parenthood -0.1798 -0.2735 -0.0173 0.0323 0.0216 -0.1742 0.0621
0.0019 0 0.7671 0.5804 0.7115 0.0026 0.2871
296 296 296 296 296 296 296

Number of Children -0.0765 -0.1544 0.0115 0.0644 -0.0721 -0.1432 -0.0029
0.1899 0.0079 0.8439 0.2701 0.2167 0.0138 0.9607
295 295 295 295 295 295 295

Educational Level 0.4512 0.4583 -0.0076 0.0386 -0.0724 0.2625 -0.0487
0 0 0.8969 0.508 0.2142 0 0.4037
296 296 296 296 296 296 296

Employed 0.1382 0.1141 -0.0325 0.0651 0.044 -0.0515 0.0553
0.0171 0.0495 0.5764 0.2634 0.4503 0.3768 0.3421
297 297 297 297 297 297 297

2 Week Income 0.1138 0.0931 0.0765 0.0857 -0.0121 0.0321 -0.0214
0.0545 0.1162 0.1972 0.1482 0.8391 0.5889 0.7181
286 286 286 286 286 286 286  
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