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Writing Sample 
 
For my writing sample, I have included my third dissertation chapter. I am currently editing this chapter 
for submission to a generalist sociology journal. I am the first author on this paper and have written 
approximately 90% of the manuscript, conducted all of the quantitative analyses, and conducted most 
of the qualitative analyses. For the parts of this project I did not independently complete, I worked with 
our undergraduate research assistant. Together, we analyzed the qualitative interviews, interpreted 
findings, outlined and drafted the qualitative findings and discussion sections, and even wrote an op-ed 
based on this project. Due to this research assistant’s substantive written and intellectual contributions, 
she is an author on this project. This writing sample serves not only as a representative sample of my 
scholarship, but also of my mentorship and advisement.  
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Abstract 

 

Prevailing narratives cast women as advantaged in higher education. There is a particularly large 

gender disparity in bachelor’s degree attainment among low-SES groups, favoring women. 

These narratives are puzzling given low-SES women’s challenges in other social institutions, 

such as at work and in the home. By linking the longitudinal, nationally representative National 

Study of Youth and Religion with the National Student Clearinghouse, we are able to follow 

3,300 adolescents for 13 years as they progress through emerging adulthood, with a focus on 

understanding patterns in postsecondary persistence. We find low-SES students are enrolled for 

fewer semesters than their high-SES counterparts before exiting college and are substantially 

more likely to disenroll at some point before obtaining a bachelor’s degree. Low-SES women, in 

particular, are substantially more likely to experience a gap in their educational trajectories and 

experience more gaps, on average, than low-SES men and high-SES women. We explore these 

patterns by analyzing longitudinal interviews with 220 adolescents that took place over the years 

between adolescence and adulthood. We find low-SES women, in particular, lead interdependent 

lives that make it much more difficult for them to immerse themselves in higher education for an 

extended period of time. They are often supporting their family members, including siblings, 

parents, and their own children. They are also working jobs that take up much of their time, 

which crowds out their time for school. Higher-SES students are afforded much more 

independence because they are not responsible for caring for others physically and financially.  

Keywords: socioeconomic status; gender; higher education; retention; mixed methods 

 

  



 Matheny – Writing Sample – Dissertation Chapter Three      4 

SES AND GENDER INEQUALITY IN COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

Since the 1970s, American women have doubled their college completion rates and now 

outpace men (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006; U.S. Department of Commerce 2022). Yet women’s 

educational ascent is not just a story about gender—it is also a story about social class. Research 

suggests it is within the most socioeconomically disadvantaged families where women end up 

having the biggest advantage (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006). Indeed, among high school 

sophomores in 2002, low-SES women were 50 percent more likely than low-SES men to have 

earned a bachelor’s degree by 2013; by contrast, high-SES women were only about 20 percent 

more likely to do so than high-SES men (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] 2016). 

Studies have since begun investigating the “crisis” of men’s college attainment, especially 

among low-SES men (Autor et al. 2019; Lundberg 2020; Owens 2016). This casts a narrative in 

which women, especially low-SES women, are advantaged in higher education. 

This narrative is puzzling given low-SES women’s challenges in other social institutions, 

such as at home and at work. For instance, low-SES women conduct a larger proportion of 

physical housework than low-SES men and high-SES women (Davis and Greenstein 2013). In 

addition, women—especially low-SES women—are often tasked with familial care work that 

challenges their labor force participation (Conlon et al. 2014; Lightman and Kevins 2021). This 

is especially the case among mothers. This, paired with normative discrimination against 

motherhood, results in what many have termed “the motherhood penalty,” whereby women 

experience hiring, wage, and promotional penalties for motherhood (Anderson, Binder, and 

Krause 2002; Benard and Correll 2010; Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007). Some studies suggest 

these penalties are largest among low-SES women due to the substantial share of household 

earnings to which these women’s wages contribute (Budig and Hodges 2010), while other 
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studies suggest penalties are largest among high-SES women due to their higher comparative 

earnings potential (Anderson et al. 2002; England et al. 2016). Most studies agree, however, that 

the motherhood penalty has a substantive impact on women’s workforce experiences and 

earnings. It is possible the competing demands and discriminatory mechanisms facilitating the 

motherhood penalty are not as salient for low-SES women pursuing higher education. 

Alternatively, it is possible that low-SES women face similar challenges in higher education as 

they do in other areas of their lives, which would make low-SES women’s higher completion 

rates relative to low-SES men’s surprising. 

Interpretations that low-SES women are advantaged relative to low-SES men in higher 

education tend to treat low-SES men’s college completion as the relevant counterfactual. 

However, intersectionality theory posits that thinking along a single axis of power, such as 

gender, distorts the experiences of those with multiply marginalized identities (Crenshaw 1989) 

and reinforces conceptualizations of the dominant group as the “norm” (Levine-Rasky 2011). 

The counterfactual is not low-SES men’s attainment; it is low-SES women’s attainment, 

excepted from the subordinating social structures of gender and social class. Further, focusing on 

low-SES women’s completion rates compared to low-SES men’s obscures socioeconomic 

differences within gender: While there is a greater socioeconomic disparity in college entry 

among men, there is a greater socioeconomic disparity in college completion among women 

(NCES 2016). This has received little attention from scholars, but it has implications for how 

sociologists understand the labor market opportunities available to low-SES families, the familial 

distribution of labor within households in different social strata, and the extent to which 

institutions (such as those of higher education) differentially meet people’s needs, perpetuating 

systems of exclusion.  
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In addition, the outsized focus on college completion obscures substantial heterogeneity 

in students’ lived experiences in college. Many qualitative studies on gender and social class in 

higher education show that the opportunities available to women throughout their educational 

careers and the choices they make along the way—including their orientations toward college 

(Bettie 2014), college majors (Mullen 2014), career aspirations (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013), 

and parental support (Hamilton 2016)—create substantial social class variation in women’s lived 

experiences in higher education. Importantly, these studies show gender plays a role in how 

upward mobility unfolds; however, they provide little traction for understanding the mechanisms 

behind gender differences in socioeconomic disparities.  

To investigate these mechanisms and develop a more nuanced understanding of how 

social class and gender shape college-going experiences, we quantitatively analyze low-SES 

women’s college trajectories. We examine what happens between initial enrollment and college 

exit, focusing on whether and how often low-SES women disenroll between semesters. To do so, 

we draw on nationally representative, longitudinal survey data from the National Study of Youth 

and Religion (NSYR), which we link to the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) to obtain 

semester-level enrollment data for participants. We pair this analysis with an inductive inquiry in 

a matched subsample of longitudinal, qualitative interviews, in which we analyze the 

opportunities and constraints in pursuing higher education unique to low-SES women (with low-

SES men’s and high-SES women’s interviews to illustrate similar and contrasting experiences). 

These data allow us to narrate an essential story of the barriers low-SES women face in pursuit 

of higher education, as well as their resilience and persistence that often goes unnoticed or under-

examined given prevailing narratives of men’s educational disadvantage.  
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We find that low-SES women’s trajectories through higher education are not linear, but 

instead are punctuated by greater probabilities of and more frequent interruptions. Specifically, 

while low-SES men and women are similarly (and very highly) likely to disenroll at least once 

before completing a bachelor’s degree, their next steps differ substantially: When low-SES 

women disenroll, they come back. Not only that, but low-SES women experience more 

interruptions, on average, than low-SES men and high-SES women. This prolongs their 

pathways to bachelor’s degree attainment.  

Analyses of interview data reveal that compared to low-SES men and high-SES women, 

low-SES women are much more frequently called upon to sacrifice their educational pursuits, at 

least in the short term, to provide caregiving labor. For low-SES women, life happens alongside 

their educational pursuits: They become partnered, bear children, take steps toward financial 

autonomy, and join the workforce all while going to school. As a result, the low-SES women in 

our sample are substantially more likely to take time off from college. In many cases, low-SES 

women disenroll to care for their children or other family members, or in some cases, change 

residences in search of safer neighborhoods and better schools for their children. We argue the 

“motherhood penalty” pervades not only women’s working lives, but also their educational 

pursuits. This is especially challenging for low-SES women, who are both more likely to have 

children at earlier ages and less likely to have the resources to sustain concurrent motherhood 

and postsecondary enrollment.   

This study has three key contributions. First, we advance the sociology of education by 

showing how social class and gender together shape higher education trajectories. Focusing only 

on one axis of inequality—either social class or gender—can obscure how people with “multiply 

marginalized” identities, such as low-SES women, must reckon with constraints unique to their 
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lived experiences (Crenshaw 1989). Second, while most studies in the sociology of higher 

education analyze factors contributing to college completion (see Mehta and Davies 2018), we 

emphasize the importance of considering what happens between college enrollment and 

completion. By focusing on other key outcomes, such as periods of interruption, scholars can 

develop a richer understanding of students’ lived experiences in college and the structural forces 

shaping their success. These contributions attend to Mullen’s (2010) call to consider how 

intersections between students’ identities shape not only matriculation and completion, but the 

texture of students’ higher education trajectories. Finally, using the case of low-SES women’s 

experiences pursuing higher education, we propose an important temporal and institutional 

extension of “the motherhood penalty,” with implications for sociological theory, methods, and 

social policy.  

LOW-SES WOMEN’S EDUCATIONAL ASCENT 

While low-income students and students of color are now attending college at 

unprecedented rates, the college-going population in the United States is still disproportionately 

high-income and white (Hanson 2021). However, the gender divide has followed a starkly 

different pattern. While women were underrepresented among college enrollees prior to the 

1970s, they have since reversed this trend, now constituting nearly 60 percent of this group—and 

inching higher every year (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006; U.S. Department of Commerce 2022).  

This trend has resulted in news headlines lamenting the loss of boys in higher education 

and a relatively recent research focus on why men are falling behind in college enrollment 

(Belkin 2021; Semuels 2017; The Editorial Board 2021). For example, scholars have begun 

exploring how gender differences in early behavior problems (Owens 2016) and college 

aspirations (Lundberg 2020) impede men’s path to college. Further, men’s postsecondary 
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attendance appears to be particularly sensitive to the family structure and economic resources 

with which they grow up (Autor et al. 2019; Buchmann and DiPrete 2006; Chetty et al. 2016). 

These findings suggest men, and low-SES men in particular, face challenges in pursuing higher 

education that women do not or that women are more able to overcome.  

Women, conversely, are cast as advantaged in higher education, and this narrative is 

particularly positive for low-SES women. For example, Buchmann and DiPrete (2006) find that 

low-SES women drove the gender reversal in higher education enrollment and completion; 

among women whose parents had higher levels of education, attainment patterns shifted little 

across 20th century birth cohorts, but among women whose parents had lower levels of 

education, attainment substantially increased. Even now, low-SES women are 50 percent more 

likely to complete a bachelor’s degree than low-SES men (whereas high-SES women are only 20 

percent more likely to complete a bachelor’s degree than high-SES men) (NCES 2016). It is no 

surprise, then, that the “gender crisis” in educational attainment spotlights men’s (especially low-

SES men’s) disadvantage, while women’s educational attainment is increasingly taken for 

granted.  

Part of the explanation for why low-SES women’s attainment is taken for granted is 

scholars’ focus on college completion. Certainly, college completion is a substantial part of the 

story; however, socioeconomic disparities in college-going appear to operate differently by 

gender: While the disparity among low- and high-SES men is primarily in initial enrollment, the 

disparity among low- and high-SES women is primarily in completion. Further, after accounting 

for initial enrollment, low-SES women’s completion advantage compared to low-SES men 

diminishes substantially (NCES 2016).1 Little research has thus far explored how social class 

 
1 Source: Author’s calculations using NCES 2016 data based on the cohort of students who were high school 

sophomores in 2002. Starting college accounts for only 40% of the socioeconomic disparity in women’s attainment, 
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operates differently by gender in completing higher education. However, many studies have 

explored how social class influences women’s experiences to and through higher education.  

Social class shapes women’s college aspirations (Bettie 2002), the institutions to which 

they apply and matriculate (McDonough 1997), their disciplinary concentrations (Mullen 2014), 

their intended careers, and the parental support they receive along the way (Armstrong and 

Hamilton 2013; Hamilton 2016). In particular, Bettie (2014) argues that as young women move 

through school, their families, peer groups, and broader communities shape their understandings 

of their own identities. While the women in her sample rarely mentioned social class per se as 

central to their understandings of themselves, Bettie (2014) nonetheless identified classed 

patterns in how women performed their identities and in the future goals women expressed as 

both desirable and achievable. McDonough (1997), too, finds that classed contexts matter. In 

McDonough’s (1997) study, high schools with larger concentrations of high-SES students had 

institutional habitus that steeped young women in orientations toward college.  

The influence of social class persists even after women matriculate to college. In their 

ethnography of college women, Armstrong and Hamilton (2013) observed that the low-SES 

women most likely to be upwardly mobile were those who were “strikingly intelligent,” attentive 

to the practical constraints in their lives, and pursuing a structured pathway toward a career. 

These factors were less important for high-SES women, who were often on track to reproduce 

their social class background even after facing obstacles to college completion (e.g., lack of 

motivation; substance abuse). This is because high-SES women often had parents with the 

 
while persisting accounts for 60% (52 pp gap in BA completion; 21 pp gap in initially enrolling; thus, 31 pp gap in 

persisting); for men, starting college accounts for 70% of the socioeconomic disparity in attainment, while persisting 

only accounts for 30% (47 pp gap in BA completion; 33 pp gap in initially enrolling; thus, 13 pp gap in persisting). 

When considering non-BA completion (e.g., AA degrees; certificates), this only accounts for 21% of the 

socioeconomic disparity in women’s BA attainment; a lack of persistence toward any degree accounts for 38%. 

Further, when conditioning on initial enrollment, low-SES women’s advantage in completing college compared to 

the men counterparts depletes from 50% to 15%.   
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economic and cultural capital to provide guidance for academic and career pathway 

management, insulating them from the negative impacts of pathway deviations.  

Social class influences women’s college-going experiences—not only whether they 

enroll and eventually graduate, but also what happens between these critical points. However, by 

primarily examining social class differences among women, much research thus far provides 

limited traction for understanding how social class and gender intersect. These studies cannot, 

for example, explain why social class disparities in college completion are greater among women 

than men, whether family resources are able to preserve social reproduction equally for both men 

and women, or whether resource constraints influence men’s and women’s educational 

trajectories differently. Questions about how social class and gender together shape adolescents’ 

postsecondary trajectories require an intersectional analysis, which we pursue here. We ask, how 

do social class and gender shape low-SES women’s college-going pathways? We focus on 

periods of “interruption” (Goldrick-Rab 2006), or discontinuous college enrollment.  

SOCIAL CLASS, GENDER, AND HIGHER EDUCATION 

In this study, we analyze whether low-SES women experience more or fewer 

interruptions in their college-going trajectories than low-SES men and high-SES women. 

Because interruptions are negatively associated with degree completion (Adelman 2006), and 

low-SES women complete degrees at higher rates than low-SES men (NCES 2016), this suggests 

low-SES women will experience comparatively fewer interruptions. Similarly, because low-SES 

women complete degrees at lower rates than high-SES women, this suggests low-SES women 

will experience more interruptions than high-SES women.  

Other research has studied predictors of interruption more directly. For instance, in 

general, men are more likely to experience interruptions in their college trajectories, in part due 
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to their lower academic performance (DesJardins, Ahlburg, and McCall 2002; Ewert 2010; 

Goldrick-Rab 2006) and lower average social integration (Ewert 2012). Further, Taniguchi and 

Kaufman (2005) find no difference in the impact of having children on men’s and women’s 

likelihoods of degree completion, despite women’s greater likelihoods of being young children’s 

primary caregivers. These studies generally suggest low-SES men will experience more 

interruptions than low-SES women, particularly given low-SES men’s comparatively lower 

academic performance (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006; Reardon et al. 2019). Socioeconomic 

status, too, matters: Low-SES students are significantly more likely to experience interruptions 

than high-SES students (Adelman 1999; Goldrick-Rab 2006; Ishitani 2006). These studies 

suggest low-SES women will experience more interruptions than high-SES women.  

Research on interruptions in higher education suggests low-SES women’s propensity to 

experience interruptions will fall between low-SES men’s and high-SES women’s. However, 

thus far, studies on college interruption have operationalized gender and social class as separate 

constructs rather than as mutually constitutive forces (for example, see DesJardins et al. 2002; 

Goldrick-Rab 2006). While these studies offer essential first-order analyses, the analytic strategy 

they employ potentially obscures the lived experiences of under-represented groups. For 

example, Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla-Sanz (2011) show that when accounting for socioeconomic 

status, the gender differential in leisure time (favoring men) nearly doubles. Social class and 

gender are deeply intertwined—and further analyses of postsecondary interruptions should 

account for this relationship.  

SOCIAL CLASS, GENDER, AND WORK 

While research on educational outcomes suggests low-SES women will have fewer 

periods of interrupted enrollment than low-SES men, this does not cohere with the way low-SES 
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women’s lives unfold in other spheres of life. For example, women’s greater propensity to take 

time out of work, often for childbearing and caretaking, suggests women might experience more 

interruptions in their college-going trajectories, not fewer (Bianchi et al. 2012). This is especially 

true given that people are increasingly likely to pursue education through mid-life, including 

through their employed and childbearing years (Grodsky et al. 2021).  

It is possible that factors constraining low-SES women’s labor force participation 

similarly inhibit their postsecondary enrollment. One substantial factor is the “second shift,” or 

the unpaid work women tend to do in the home in addition to their paid work hours at their 

occupation (Hochschild 1989). Over time, low-SES families have begun more equitably dividing 

household labor (Carlson, Miller, and Sassler 2018), but low-SES women are still responsible for 

a larger proportion of physical housework than their high-SES counterparts, in part because they 

are less able to outsource this housework (Davis and Greenstein 2013; Heisig 2011). Low-SES 

women are also more likely to provide direct care to ill family members (Conlon et al. 2014). 

This creates substantial competing demands between work and family, and these demands are 

associated with lower workplace productivity, increased tardiness and absenteeism, and greater 

psychological distress (Allen et al. 2000; Pleck 1985). In terms of postsecondary enrollment, this 

could manifest as earning lower grades, missing classes, and experiencing even more stress due 

to the time commitment and the “role strain” that simultaneous commitments to family and 

education inhere (Van Meter and Agronow 1982)—all of which could contribute to interrupted 

college trajectories.  

Low-SES women’s household labor commitments offer one challenge to consistent 

workforce participation. These women experience financial and social costs to working, as well. 

Simply having a job requires resources, including appropriate attire, transportation, and childcare 
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(Iceland and Kim 2001). Childcare, in particular, costs the lowest-SES families 35 percent of 

their monthly income—and the highest-SES families only 7 percent (Malik 2019). In places 

where childcare is more expensive, low-SES women are less likely to work, even in places 

where women working is the norm (Ruppanner et al. 2021). Finally, under constrained social and 

economic conditions, men expect their women partners to serve as children’s primary 

caretakers—regardless of the woman partner’s employment status or income (Gerson 2009).  

In addition to direct costs of childcare and gendered expectations of caretaking, women 

also experience professional penalties associated with childbearing. For example, mothers 

experience substantial wage penalties, which disproportionately impact household income at the 

bottom of the income distribution (Budig and Hodges 2010). Mothers also experience penalties 

in hiring and promotion due to employers’ lower perceptions of competence associated with 

employee motherhood (Correll et al. 2007). At the same time, evaluators penalize highly 

successful mothers for failing to embody the traits of ideal motherhood: warmth, likeability, and 

kindness (Benard and Correll 2010). Social contexts further influence these wage penalties. 

Mothers experience the largest wage penalties in states where motherhood is perceived to be a 

woman’s choice (and one that she makes in comparison to alternatives, such as commitment to 

the labor market) (Kricheli-Katz 2012). These penalties are greater in places with less state-

sponsored support for childcare (Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann 2016).  

These financial and social constraints challenge low-SES women’s workforce 

participation, but they may also challenge low-SES women’s educational advancement. 

Education, like work, costs money and time, which may be at odds with low-SES women’s 

resources and household roles. Low-SES women may also experience discrimination or have 

challenges maintaining continuous enrollment due to the demands of motherhood. Further, while 
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many traditional models of higher education pathways assume a linear trajectory from high 

school, to college, to the workforce, this is rarely the reality among the majority of college-going 

students (Grodsky et al. 2021; Settersten and Schneider 2018). Instead, many students weave 

education and work together as they enter adulthood. To understand how college fits into low-

SES women’s lives, we draw on two important theoretical frameworks: life course theory, which 

we use to understand how transitions to adulthood are gendered and classed; and intersectionality 

theory, which we use to understand how gendered and classed social structures might together 

shape low-SES women’s pathways through higher education.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

SES, Gender, and the Life Course 

We draw on life course theory due to the structure of our data, the social categories of 

interest in our analyses, and the varied role that higher education plays in students’ transitions to 

adulthood. First, life course theory is useful given that we not only use longitudinal survey and 

interview data, but also that these data were collected as students progressed through a relatively 

new stage in the life course: “emerging adulthood” (Arnett 2000, 2015). Thus, in analyzing our 

data, we identify how (and even if) students differentially experience the markers of emerging 

adulthood. Further, by using our quantitative data to describe broad processes in higher 

education and our qualitative data to identify potential explanations for these processes, our 

study offers insight into the relationship between social institutions and individual lives (Giele 

and Elder, Jr. 2013).  

Due to recent cohorts’ increasing delays in traditional markers of adulthood (e.g., first 

marriage; first birth), unprecedented college enrollment rates upon high school exit, and 

economic dependence brought on by inflation and student debt, scholars have begun to posit 
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emerging adulthood as a new stage in the life course (Arnett 2000; Wood et al. 2018). This stage 

is marked by continued economic and familial dependence but, simultaneously, independence 

from social roles and normative expectations. However, the indicators for whether students will 

experience emerging adulthood are classed: Arnett (2000:478) argues that people are more likely 

to experience emerging adulthood when they “marry later, have children later, obtain more 

education, and have a greater range of occupational and recreational opportunities.” This 

characterization suggests low-SES groups are less likely to experience emerging adulthood. 

Thus, while emerging adulthood may be characterized as a period of “freedom to explore 

different options” rather than one in which people make “enduring choices” (Arnett 2015:1), this 

may not be an accurate description of this stage in low-SES people’s life courses. 

 In addition, the life course theory principle of “linked lives” contends that people’s lives 

are interdependent and that social structures are enacted through people’s relationships (Elder, Jr. 

1998). However, the extent of this interdependence is also classed and gendered. For example, 

social class impacts the extent to which students prioritize family proximity when choosing 

colleges to apply to, and many first generation college students continue to provide their families 

with financial, emotional, and physical support even while they are pursuing undergraduate study 

full-time (Covarrubias et al. 2019; Lor 2018). Further, in an intersectional study of familial 

caretaking across generations, Conlon et al. (2014:739) identify both social class and gender as 

central to the narratives their participants construct about care work: High-SES women are able 

to re-negotiate gendered expectations of care, while low-SES women frame their care 

expectations as an “unquestioning obligation.”   

Life course theory helps set the stage for how we might expect low-SES women’s lives to 

unfold in the years after high school. Many scholars conceptualize college as “the natural next 
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step” at this stage for most young people (e.g., Baum, Kurose, and McPherson 2013; Macmillan 

2005). However, just as college access had broadened, so too have students’ pathways to and 

through college. Today, young people’s progressions through higher education are anything but 

linear (Grodsky et al. 2021; Settersten and Schneider 2018). This is partially because social 

structures such as gender and social class shape students’ postsecondary pathways. For example, 

due to stratified access to resources, low-SES students tend to take longer when completing their 

degrees; at the same time, traditional markers of adulthood (e.g., marriage; childbirth) happen 

earlier for low-SES people (Mooyaart and Liefbroer 2016; NCES 2019). Considering the 

different gender role expectations for men and women—which are particularly salient in low-

SES families (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004)—low-SES women’s decisions about postsecondary 

enrollment may be more a function of their commitments to family rather than of “self-

actualization,” as may be the case for high-SES women, or work, as may be the case for low-SES 

men (Arnett 2015; Pedulla and Thébaud 2015).  

Intersectionality Theory 

Intersectionality theory is critical for this analysis because it allows us to consider how 

social class and gender together—rather than as separate constructs—shape low-SES women’s 

pathways through higher education. Specifically, intersectionality theory posits that statuses such 

as social class, gender, race, sexuality, and age shape the contours of social life as mutually 

constitutive forces (Collins 2015). For example, gender not only mediates access to power, but 

may also work together with social class to shape the types of capital to which people have 

access (e.g., mothering social networks), relationship dynamics in the home (e.g., negotiating 

leisure time through relative earnings), and opportunities for social mobility (e.g., experiencing 

differential returns to college degrees). In these ways, gender and social class constitute axes of 
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“multiple marginalization,” or multiple social identities that shape access to power and agency 

given existing structures of domination in the United States (Crenshaw 1989).  

Although Crenshaw’s (1989) seminal article on intersectionality drew on the case of 

Black women, subsequent work has emphasized the need to consider intersectionality’s utility in 

explaining multiple marginalization along other axes such as socioeconomic status, sexuality, 

age, and ability status (Carbado 2013; Walby, Armstrong, and Strid 2012). Studies have since 

used intersectional frameworks to understand how gender and religion shape women’s 

experiences in the labor market (Frenkel and Wasserman 2020); how immigrant status, ethnicity, 

and social class shape students’ sense of belonging on campus (Valdez and Golash-Boza 2020); 

and a host of other associations. In this study, we use intersectionality’s concept of multiple 

marginalization to motivate our focus on low-SES women, given the ways gender and social 

class together shape women’s lives. This concept helps illustrate how multiple systems of 

domination shape low-SES women’s access to power, agency, and opportunity. At the same 

time, it also helps explain responses to those systems. For example, by centering low-SES 

women’s carework (rather than women’s carework more broadly), Randles (2021) shows that 

low-SES women’s strategies of “inventive mothering” have been overlooked in the literature on 

childrearing practices. Similarly, by focusing on low-SES women’s college-going experience, 

we identify an important pattern in the life course: increased propensity for disenrollment, 

largely due to caretaking.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

 In this study, we seek to characterize low-SES women’s experiences pursuing higher 

education through the period of emerging adulthood. We ask the following research questions:  
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(1) How soon do low-SES women discontinue their initial postsecondary enrollment, 

how likely are low-SES women to experience discontinuous periods of enrollment 

(“interruptions”) in college, and how many interruptions do they typically experience? 

Further, how do these patterns differ from those of low-SES men and high-SES women?  

(2) What mechanisms underlie low-SES women’s persistence in or exit from college?  

DATA AND METHODS 

 

Data 

 

We analyze longitudinal survey and interview data from the National Study of Youth and 

Religion (NSYR). The NSYR is a four-wave multi-method longitudinal study of 3,290 

adolescents first recruited in 2002 (ages 13 to 17). Although useful for analyzing patterns by 

religious affiliations and beliefs, the NSYR’s sampling approach and rich data also make it ideal 

for analyses by gender and social class (e.g., Streib 2018).  

Wave 1 began with a nationally representative telephone survey (Smith and Denton 

2003) with adolescents and one of their parents or caregivers (conducted separately) and then a 

follow-up in-person, semi-structured interview with a subset of the youth survey participants 

(N=222 at Wave 1) (Smith and Denton 2004). Wave 1 interview participants were selected using 

stratified quota sampling to ensure diversity in gender, social class, race, ethnicity, rural and 

urban residence, region of the country, and religious affiliation. Semi-structured interviews 

averaged about two hours in length. The NSYR followed the adolescents as they progressed 

through emerging adulthood with three additional waves of survey and semi-structured interview 

data in 2005, 2008, and 2013. Interview participants were asked a broad range of questions about 

the social and academic dimensions of their lives. We paid close attention to what their discourse 

revealed about their life course (including milestones associated with emerging adulthood and 
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adulthood), their educational trajectories, and the educational and familial expectations to which 

they attended. 

The NSYR has several unique features that make it possible to study low-SES women’s 

educational trajectories. First, the NSYR includes both survey and interview components, which 

we leverage to explore broad patterns and unpack underlying mechanisms. Second, the NSYR 

follows adolescents into emerging adulthood, which allows us to track low-SES women’s 

experiences to and through higher education. We also link the NSYR to the National Student 

Clearinghouse (NSC) to obtain detailed records on college attendance and graduation to 

overcome a common limitation of longitudinal research: Respondents who dropped out of the 

study after Wave 1, or who graduated from a postsecondary institution after the study ended (in 

2013), lack complete educational outcome data. However, because of the NSC match, we can 

identify nearly all the higher education institutions that individuals in our sample ever attended 

or from which they graduated. The NSC match occurred in September 2016 when respondents 

were approximately 26 to 31 years old. Thus, we have college-going data even for respondents 

who dropped out after the first NSYR wave or completed college after the last wave of data 

collection in 2013. Matching the NSC to the NSYR allows us to follow the NSYR respondents 

three additional years (13 years total). Tracking emerging adults over time using parental and 

adolescent questionnaires, interview data, and NSC data uniquely allows us to investigate both 

generalizable patterns as well as the mechanisms by which these patterns manifest. 

Quantitative Analysis 

 

Key dependent variables. We have three key outcomes of interest: the number of 

continuous terms completed from initial enrollment; the probability of experiencing a gap in 
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one’s educational trajectory prior to bachelor’s degree attainment; and the number of gaps in 

one’s educational trajectory prior to bachelor’s degree attainment.  

A “gap,” or an interruption, can be defined in a few ways, which we delineate in Figure 1 

(with each potential college-going pathway beginning with a high school graduate). Note that we 

do not include every possible permutation of enrollment, disenrollment, and degree completion; 

however, these examples are sufficient for our purposes. There are three key considerations: 

which kind of disenrollment (temporary or permanent); up to which degree (any degree or a 

bachelor’s degree); and whether a “gap” can only occur once students have begun their 

postsecondary education or if it represents any break in a normative college matriculation 

timeline (e.g., “a gap year” following high school graduation). In this study, we focus primarily 

on temporary disenrollments, after which students re-enroll for at least one semester. If we 

considered both temporary and permanent disenrollments as our outcome of interest, we would 

be conflating two fundamentally different pathways, as in columns A and E in Figure 1. We also 

would not, for example, be able to identify the relationship between experiencing a gap in one’s 

educational trajectory and eventual bachelor’s degree completion: Permanent disenrollment 

mechanically precludes bachelor’s degree completion (whereas temporary disenrollment does 

not, as in column E). For these reasons, we primarily focus on temporary disenrollment (thus 

excluding Figure 1, columns A and B from our definition of interruptions). However, we conduct 

parallel analyses for permanent disenrollment, as well, in Appendix A.  
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Figure 1. Possible Definitions of Postsecondary Interruptions 

 In addition, we focus on any temporary disenrollments up to bachelor’s degree 

completion (see columns C, D, and E in Figure 1). If we were to only consider temporary 

disenrollments up to first degree completion, this would exclude cases like column D in which a 

student earns a credential, temporarily disenrolls, and then re-enrolls. We elect to include cases 

like in column D because while it is unclear whether the student intended to pursuit only a pre-

BA degree or prematurely exited a bachelor’s degree-granting program, they do still re-enroll, 

presumably intending to earn another degree or continue pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. 

Essentially, this behavior suggests their undergraduate education is still underway. Finally, we 

exclude cases like in column F from our definition, focusing instead on students who enrolled in 

at least one semester of college following high school exit. 

We use IPEDS data to identify whether an institution is on the semester system, the 

quarter system, or another calendar, and we include an indicator for this in our models. Because 
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norms for summer enrollment differ substantially from those for fall and spring, we do not 

consider summer enrollment in our definition of interruptions.  

Key independent variables. The key independent variables for this study are respondent 

socioeconomic status and gender, which we draw from the Wave 1 survey. We construct an SES 

composite variable based on each parent’s occupational zone (5-point scale ranging from “no or 

little preparation needed” to “extensive preparation needed; from O*Net), each parent’s 

education level (15 categorical possibilities ranging from “no school” to “PhD”, transformed into 

eight binary variables ranging from “less than a high school diploma” to “PhD/professional 

degree”), overall household income (11 categorical possibilities, ranging from “<$10k” to “over 

$100k”), an indicator for whether the responding parent owns their home, and an estimation of 

the family’s economic assets (4-point scale ranging from “debt” to “a lot of savings and assets”). 

Additional analyses suggest the patterns we document are robust to alternative methods of 

operationalizing SES. When comparing participants’ estimated outcomes, we focus on 

comparing results for participants at the 10th and 90th percentiles of the SES distribution.  

We are best able to measure participant gender using a binary indicator for gender 

(1=girl; 0=boy) from the Wave 1 parent questionnaire. These data are consistent across waves, 

with a few exceptions: In Wave 3, four participants reported a gender identity different from that 

in Wave 1. In these cases, we use the respondent-provided gender from Wave 3, consistent with 

the NSYR codebook recommendation. We then interact gender and SES, with a focus on 

understanding estimated outcomes for low-SES women.  

Covariates. For each model we first analyze how gender and SES together predict the 

outcome of interest using an interaction term. However, in subsequent models, we introduce two 

additional sets of covariates: confounders and explainers. Confounders include other variables 
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that may be associated with the key variables of interest but are not central to our theoretical 

framework. For example, U.S. region of residence may be associated with both SES and college 

interruptions, but we are more interested in assessing the relationship across regions. Thus, we 

estimate models partialing out relationships with (potential) confounders. These variables 

include demographic characteristics (region, county urbanicity, race/ethnicity, religiosity, age, 

and whether the participant was born in the United States); school-related characteristics (private 

school attendance, the participant’s educational attainment aspirations, the participant’s reported 

importance of doing well in school); and family-related characteristics (the parent’s reported 

importance that their child someday graduates from college, whether the participant has a stay-

at-home parent, whether the responding parent is married, and the number of children under 18 

living in the household).  

Explainers include other variables that may be associated with the key variables of 

interest, are central to our theoretical framework, and were salient in our qualitative findings. 

These variables capture the linked nature of participants’ lives, their commitments to non-college 

social institutions, and the familial and institutional resources available to them. These include 

institutional characteristics for the first college attended (admissions rate, and indicators for four-

year sector, open admissions, and private); early family embeddedness (including the 

participant’s reported closeness to her mom and dad, whether extended family members lived in 

her household, and birth order, all from Wave 1); early imagined or onset adulthood (hours 

worked at a paid job, ideal age at which to marry, and indicators for being responsible for raising 

a child and having been pregnant/impregnated someone, all from Wave 1); hours worked in a 

typical week during early college-going years, from Waves 2 and 3; age at first marriage; age at 

first pregnancy; and the number of children the participant has by Wave 4. We provide variables’ 
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descriptive statistics in Table 1. Importantly, because the models with explainers rely on study 

retention, we lose substantial statistical power in identifying significant relationships between 

groups of interest. Further, because our outcomes of interest are associated with attrition, we 

suggest these estimates offer a conservative depiction of the relationship between explainers and 

college-going pathways.  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 
Measure Metric Analytic Sample (n=2,009) Explainer Sample (n=1,208) 

   Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max 
Outcomes of Interest          

Continuous Terms After 

First Enrollment 

Number of continuous terms enrolled 

upon initial enrollment 

5.57 4.20 0 28 6.23 4.22 0 28 

Ever Disenrolled Disenrolled before BA = 1 .70 .46 0 1 .64 .48 0 1 

Ever Took a Gap Disenrolled and returned before BA 

= 1 

.50 .50 0 1 .47 .50 0 1 

Number of Gaps Number of disenrollments and 

returns prior to BA attainment 

.95 1.29 0 10 .91 1.32 0 10 

Independent Variables          

SES Standardized SES composite  .14 .54 -1.28 1.83 .23 .53 -1.16 1.87 

Woman Woman=1 .52 .50 0 1 .53 .50 0 1 

Qualitative Groups          

Low-SES Women Bottom 1/3 of SES, Woman=1 .14 .35 0 1 .12 .32 0 1 

Low-SES Men Bottom 1/3 of SES, Woman=0 .10 .30 0 1 .08 .27 0 1 

High-SES Women Top 1/3 of SES, Woman=1 .20 .40 0 1 .24 .43 0 1 

High-SES Men Top 1/3 of SES, Woman=0 .22 .41 0 1 .26 .44 0 1 

Confounders         

Northeast Living in the Midwest=1 .16 .36 0 1 .17 .37 0 1 

Midwest Living in the South=1 .24 .43 0 1 .27 .44 0 1 

South Living in the West=1 .40 .49 0 1 .38 .48 0 1 

West Living in the Northeast=1 .21 .41 0 1 .19 .39 0 1 

Urbanicity 1 = “Rural-Remote” to 12 = “City-

Large” 

7.34 2.89 1 12 7.28 2.89 1 12 

Asian/Pacific Islander Asian, Non-Hispanic=1 .02 .14 0 1 .01 .11 0 1 

Black Black, Non-Hispanic=1 .15 .36 0 1 .13 .33 0 1 

Hispanic Hispanic=1 .10 .30 0 1 .09 .28 0 1 

Mixed Race Mixed Race=1 .01 .12 0 1 .01 .11 0 1 

Other Race/Ethnicity Other Race=1 .02 .15 0 1 .02 .15 0 1 

White White, Non-Hispanic=1 .69 .46 0 1 .74 .44 0 1 

Born in the U.S. Born in the U.S.=1 .96 .19 0 1 .97 .18 0 1 

Age  Age in years 15.51 1.42 12.92 18.49 15.49 1.39 12.95 18.49 

Adolescent Religiosity Standardized religiosity composite .02 .81 -2.05 1.36 .05 .81 -2.05 1.36 

Private High School Private high school=1 .11 .31 0 1 .12 .33 0 1 

Educational Aspirations 1 “No Farther in School” to 7 “Post-

Grad or Prof. School” 

6.11 .75 2 7 6.15 .70 2 7 

Importance of Doing Well 

in School 

1 “Not at All” to 5 “Extremely 

Important” 

4.38 .74 1 5 4.38 .74 1 5 
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Parent's Importance of 

Adolescent Attending 

College 

1 “Not at All” to 5 “Extremely 

Important” 

4.56 .68 1 5 4.55 .69 1 5 

At Least One Stay-at-

Home Parent 

At least one parent lists occupation as 

homemaker=1 

.18 .38 0 1 .18 .38 0 1 

Parents Married  Parents married=1 .72 .45 0 1 .76 0.42 0 1 

Number of other children 

under 18 living in the home 

The count of the number of children 

under 18 living in the home 

1.03 1.09 0 10 .98 1.04 0 7 

Explainers          

Admissions Rate Percent of students admitted to participant’s first college  81.42 20.36 9.67 100 

Open Admissions Participant’s first college admits >95% of applicants=1   .40 0.49 0 1 

Private Non-Profit First college is a private non-profit=1     .18 0.39 0 1 

Private For-Profit First college is a private for-profit=1     .02 0.16 0 1 

Public First college is public=1 (ref)     .79 0.41 0 1 

Four-Year College First college is a four-year college=1     .63 0.48 0 1 

Adolescent Relationship 

with Parent(s) (W1) 

Standardized relationship with parents composite  -.02 0.65 -2.60 1.28 

Lives with Extended 

Family (W1) 

Lives with a non-parent/sibling relative=1  .06 0.23 0 1 

Ideal Age to Marry (W1) Ideal age to marry, in years     24.93 3.25 16.50 65 

Responsible for Child (W1) Responsible for raising a child=1     .00 0.05 0 1 

Ever Preg./Impreg. (W1) Has been pregnant/impregnated by W1 survey=1  .01 0.09 0 1 

Ever Preg./Impreg. (W2) Has been pregnant/impregnated by W2 survey=1  .06 0.25 0 1 

Ever Preg./Impreg. (W3) Has been pregnant/impregnated by W3 survey=1  .15 0.36 0 1 

Ever Preg./Impreg. (W4) Has been pregnant/impregnated by W4 survey=1  .24 0.43 0 1 

Ever Married Married by W4=1     1.63 3.09 0 11 

Age at First Marriage Age at first marriage, in years     .24 .43 0 1 

Works for Pay (W1) Works at least one hour per week for pay (W1) 3.26 7.48 0 70 

Weekly Hours Worked for 

Pay (W1) 

Hours worked for pay weekly in W1 0.66 0.47 0 1 

Works for Pay (W2) Works at least one hour per week for pay (W2) 18.36 17.62 0 80 

Weekly Hours Worked for 

Pay (W2) 

Hours worked for pay weekly in W2  0.68 0.47 0 1 

Works for Pay (W3) Works at least one hour per week for pay (W3) 18.50 17.35 0 75 

Weekly Hours Worked for 

Pay (W3) 

Hours worked for pay weekly in W3 81.42 20.36 9.67 100 

a Note that standardized composites were constructed across the full sample of participants, including students who did and did not matriculate 

to a postsecondary institution. Further, when reporting marginal effects, we use the 10th and 90th percentiles of SES from the full sample. Thus, 

estimates of low-SES women’s outcomes at the 10th percentile of SES are not at the 10th percentile of the college-going SES distribution, but the 

10th percentile of the full nationally representative sample of adolescents who participated in Wave 1.   
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Analytic strategy. We first analyze conditional and unconditional patterns in men’s and 

women’s postsecondary trajectories using socioeconomic terciles, focusing on study participants 

at the first and third terciles of the socioeconomic distribution. We then use negative binomial 

regression to estimate whether gender and SES predict differences in continuous terms upon 

postsecondary enrollment. After, we use logistic regression to test whether gender and SES 

together predict differences in the likelihood of disenrolling for at least one term and the 

likelihood of experiencing an interruption (enrolling and subsequently returning prior to 

bachelor’s degree attainment) for at least one term. Finally, we use negative binomial regression 

to estimate whether gender and SES together predict the number of interruptions in one’s 

educational trajectory up to bachelor’s degree attainment. We describe each of these equations in 

Appendix B.  

Following this first-order analysis, we then assess whether associations persist after 

introducing two sets of covariates: confounders and explainers. Potential confounders are all 

based on responses to the Wave 1 questionnaire, so we have near-complete data for these 

variables; we use mean substitution for the small degree of missingness there is. Because many 

explainer variables rely on responses to multiple waves, these variables are subject to attrition 

bias. Further, because we expect these to vary by the key independent and dependent variables, 

we choose not to impute missing values. These analyses, we argue, represent a conservative 

interpretation of the relationship between observed values and interrupted trajectories; for this 

reason, we report results for the base and potential confounder models in the main text, and we 

report results with potential explainers in Appendix C. Finally, because we observe both the 

calendar year in which participants’ pregnancies ended and precise dates of their postsecondary 

enrollment, we are able to approximate the relationship between having children and remaining 
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enrolled in college. We report these results in Appendix D. For each analysis, we use NSYR-

constructed survey weights to adjust for probability of sample selection and potential sampling 

bias.  

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

 

First, we analyze observed patterns in postsecondary trajectories by gender and SES 

terciles. These patterns are illustrated in Figure 1, Panel A (Conditional Probabilities) and Panel 

B (Unconditional Probabilities). Panel A shows low-SES women’s “advantage” in degree 

completion is due to their greater likelihoods of initially enrolling compared to their men 

counterparts (49% vs. 37%), their greater likelihoods of re-enrolling conditional upon 

disenrolling (70% vs. 52%), and their greater likelihoods of earning any degree conditional on 

initially enrolling (28% vs. 17%). This helps explain the unconditional probabilities illustrated in 

Panel B, which show the shares of participants in the full NSYR sample (n=3,289) with the 

relevant outcomes. While low-SES women’s bachelor’s degree attainment indeed appears to be 

50% higher than that of low-SES men (13% vs. 9%), there is substantial stratification in 

postsecondary attendance patterns. We explore these patterns in greater depth in the next set of 

analyses. Note that for each analysis to come, we identify patterns based on our analytic dataset, 

meaning results from regression models are all based on the sample of NSYR participants who 

enrolled in at least one semester of college.  

Figure 1. Patterns in Postsecondary Persistence by Gender and SES 
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Panel A. Conditional Probabilities  

 
 

Panel B. Unconditional Probabilities  
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We begin analyses of regression models by first identifying when college attenders from 

different socioeconomic backgrounds and with different gender identities disenroll. We find on 

average, low-SES women attend a postsecondary institution for 4.19 terms (semesters) upon 

initially enrolling. This is approximately equivalent to the time is takes to earn an associate 

degree. Low-SES men, similarly, continuously attend for 3.82 terms on average, which is 

slightly lower than low-SES women but does not represent a statistically significant difference. 

High-SES women, meanwhile, continuously attend for more than 7 terms on average—nearly 

enough to attain a bachelor’s degree. We illustrate these patterns from the base models (without 

confounders) in Figure 2.  

Figure 2. Estimated Terms of Continuous Enrollment from Initial Enrollment 

 

Notes: Significance stars compare the predicted probabilities for low-SES men, high-SES women, and high-

SES men with those of low-SES women. * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
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Next, we consider the predicted probability of disenrolling and of experiencing a gap 

(which is essentially disenrolling and subsequently re-enrolling). Considering the key predictors 

from Table 2, socioeconomic status (and not gender nor the interaction between them) is 

associated with disenrolling, but only the interaction between SES and gender is associated with 

experiencing a gap. Low-SES women and men are similarly likely to disenroll, with predicted 

probabilities of .90 and .86, respectively. These groups are about twice as likely to disenroll than 

high-SES women and 50% more likely to disenroll than high-SES men. We illustrate these 

patterns in Figure 3. 

Figure 3. Predicted Probability of Disenrolling Prior to BA Attainment 

 

Panel A. Across the SES Distribution 

 
Panel B. Estimated Probabilities for Sub-Groups of Interest 
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Notes: Significance stars compare the predicted probabilities for low-SES men, high-SES women, and high-

SES men with those of low-SES women. * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.005 

 

Disenrolling, then, appears to be prevalent for low-SES groups but does not seem to 

differ by gender. However, it is not that both low-SES men and women disenroll and never 

return to college. Rather, low-SES women are more 10 percentage points more likely to return.  

Figure 4 illustrates this point. The green line in panel A, illustrating men’s probability of 

experiencing a gap, is flatter than the purple line, illustrating women’s. For women, as SES 

increases, their probability of experiencing a gap decreases dramatically. This varies less for 

men.  

Figure 4. Predicted Probability of Experiencing a Gap Prior to BA Attainment 
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Panel A. Across the SES Distribution 

 
Panel B. Estimated Probabilities for Sub-Groups of Interest 
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Notes: Significance stars compare the predicted probabilities for low-SES men, high-SES women, and high-

SES men with those of low-SES women. * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.005 

 

Finally, we consider the number of times participants disenroll and re-enroll in 

postsecondary institutions in pursuit of degrees. These patterns are illustrated in Models 7 and 8 

in Table 2 as well as in Figure 5, below. Broadly, low-SES women experience 50% more gaps 

than low-SES men and twice as many gaps as high-SES women. On average, women at the 10th 

percentile of the SES distribution experience almost 1.5 gaps as they pursue higher education.  

Figure 5. Estimated Number of Gaps Prior to BA Completion 

Panel A. Across the SES Distribution 

 
Panel B. Estimated Probabilities for Sub-Groups of Interest 
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Table 2. Postsecondary Retention Patterns by Gender and SES (Odds Ratios) 
 Initial Terms Ever Disenroll Ever Gap Total Gaps 

 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 

Predictors of Interest         

Socioeconomic Status  1.45*** 1.34*** .32*** .40*** .76 .86 .82** .90 

(.08) (.07) (.05) (.07) (.11) (.13) (.08) (.09) 

Woman 1.08* 1.08 .82 

(.11) 

.82 

(.12) 

1.06 1.01 1.19** 1.19** 

 (.05) (.05) (.12) (.11) (.09) (.09) 

SES x Woman .98 .97 .64 

(.15) 

.69 

(.16) 

.59** .62** .74** .75** 

 (.07) (.07) (.11) (.12) (.11) (.10) 

Confounders         

Northeast (Ref. West)  1.05  .67*  .80  .82 

  (.06)  (.14)  (.15)  (.10) 

Midwest  1.04  .71*  1.00  1.05 

  (.06)  (.13)  (.17)  (.12) 

South  1.01  1.03  1.16  1.08 

  (.06)  (.19)  (.18)  (.10) 

Urbanicity  1.00  .99  1.01  1.01 

  (.01)  (.02)  (.02)  (.01) 

Asian (Ref. White)  1.12  .81  .79  .82 

  (.13)  (.30)  (.27)  (.21) 

Black  .83***  2.11***  1.77***  1.40*** 

  (.06)  (.52)  (.31)  (.15) 

Hispanic  1.06  1.42  1.38  1.24 

  (.09)  (.34)  (.27)  (.18) 

Mixed Race  .97  1.30  1.09  1.14 

  (.12)  (.62)  (.46)  (.30) 

Other Race/Ethnicity  .81*  1.56  .94  .75 

  (.10)  (.61)  (.35)  (.16) 

Born in the U.S.  1.06  1.71*  1.47  1.06 

  (.10)  (.55)  (.44)  (.27) 

Age  1.00  1.03  1.05  1.06** 

  (.01)  (.05)  (.04)  (.03) 

Adolescent's 

Religiosity 

 1.02  1.00  1.01  .94 

 (.02)  (.08)  (.07)  (.04) 

Private High School  1.14***  .58***  .78  .88 

  (.06)  (.11)  (.14)  (.10) 

Adolescent's 

Educational 

Aspirations 

 1.09*** 

(.03) 

 .74*** 

(.08) 

 1.02 

(.08) 

 1.04 

(.05) 

     

Importance of Doing 

Well on Schoolwork 

 1.02 

(.03) 

 .94 

(.08) 

 .98 

(.07) 

 .96 

(.05) 

     

Parent's Importance of 

Adolescent Attending 

College 

 1.08** 

(.03) 

 .78** 

(.08) 

 1.10 

(.10) 

 1.02 

(.06) 

     

At Least One Stay-at-

Home Parent 

 .98 

(.05) 

 1.07 

(.18) 

 1.14 

(.17) 

 .98 

(.09) 
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Parents Married  1.09  .92  .90  .91 

  (.06)  (.15)  (.12)  (.08) 

Number of Other 

Children Under 18 in 

the Home 

 .98 

(.02) 

 1.09 

(.07) 

 1.07 

(.06) 

 1.07* 

(.04) 

     

Constant 4.94 4.82 3.61 4.02 1.02 1.04 .88 .83 

Marginal Effects         

10th SES Percentile         

Women 4.19 4.54 .90 .86 .65 .61 1.48 1.34 

Men 3.82 4.12 .89 .86 .55* .53 1.01** .93** 

90th SES Percentile         

Women 7.07*** 6.72*** .46*** .51*** .37*** .39*** .72*** .76*** 

Men 6.61*** 6.38*** .60*** .63*** .45*** .47** .76*** .80*** 

N 2,009 2,009 2,009 2,009 2,009 2,009 2,009 2,009 

R-Squared .013 .019 .095 .127 .021 .038 .011 .020 

Notes: This table shows the difference in postsecondary persistence patterns associated with a one unit 

increase in the predictor of interest. For example, M1 indicates that adolescents whose socioeconomic 

background is one standard deviation above the mean tend to remain enrolled for an additional 1.45 

semesters upon initial postsecondary enrollment. Confounders are the same as those reported in Table 1. 

Models 1 and 4 were estimated using negative binomial regression due to overdispersion. Models 2 and 3 

were estimated using logistic regression due to having binary outcomes. All coefficients are presented as 

odds ratios. Marginal effects represent the predicted probabilities for the subgroup of interest at the margins 

specified. For example, women in the 10th percentile of the socioeconomic status distribution experience an 

estimated 4.19 continuous terms on average upon initial postsecondary entry. All significance stars for 

marginal effects indicate whether there is a significant difference between the marginal effect for women at 

the 10th SES percentile and the relevant comparison group. For example, women at the 10th SES percentile 

are more likely to experience a gap in their postsecondary trajectories than men at the 10th SES percentile (p 

<.05) and women at the 90th percentile (p <.001). 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

 

In sum, our quantitative data reveal that low-SES women are more likely to begin college 

than their men counterparts, but they are also substantially more likely to have interruptions in 

their educational trajectories and have more interruptions on average. These findings suggest that 

low-SES women experience obstacles in their educational trajectories unique to their multiply 

marginalized identities, but why this is the case is not clear. We explore thus further in our 

qualitative results.  

For the qualitative analysis, we identified six subgroups in the sample: low-SES, mid-

SES, and high-SES men and women (where SES is divided into equal terciles among the full 
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sample of participants). We conduct analyses and report results focusing on low-SES women, 

highlighting patterns compared to low-SES men and high-SES women.  

 

QUALITATIVE RESULTS 

 

Overall, the qualitative data show that low-SES women disproportionately bear the 

burden of familial caretaking, which often requires them to stop and restart their educational 

endeavors—and to do so multiple times. Most of this caretaking takes the form of direct care and 

supervision. In some cases, however, women even relocate, moving to seek better neighborhoods 

and schools in which to raise their children. We categorize these interruptions as direct 

caretaking” and “moving for children.” Excerpts from women’s interviews illustrate that the 

simultaneity of academic and caretaking responsibilities during emerging adulthood uniquely 

burden low-SES women, with significant implications for labor market disparities post-

graduation. Given that educational interruptions are negatively associated with college 

graduation, low-SES women’s college completion is a testament to their resilience and an 

indication that completion rates alone paint an incomplete picture of progress towards class and 

gender equality in higher education.  

Direct Caretaking 

Among half the low-SES women in our sample, direct caregiving responsibilities 

prompted educational interruptions. Nurturing a new child was easily the most common form of 

caretaking in our sample and was often brought about by an unplanned pregnancy during late 

high school or early college. We also found that women disproportionately take the role of caring 

for younger siblings, though this pattern was secondary to that of early motherhood.  

Take Dani, a Hispanic woman from a small rural town, who pays her way through 

college by working long hours at her mother’s laundromat. When asked if there is anything 
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keeping her from pursuing as much education as she would like, Dani says, “Yeah, my 

daughter.” She elaborates: “I did two semesters throughout my pregnancy and then I did one 

more after Bella was born, then it was like, I need to take a break ‘cause this is too much right 

now.” Dani’s dedication to her degree is evident in her early aspirations and continued college 

attendance during and after her pregnancy, but the need to work and care for her child is 

ultimately more pressing. “I love [my daughter] to death,” she says, “but [parenting] definitely 

takes a toll on the time.” She describes her work at the laundromat as another time-consuming 

deterrent to returning to school, but she makes a key distinction between her responsibility to her 

job and her daughter: “[My job] is flexible though. [My daughter] is not.”  

Bella, who had dedicated two years towards a nursing degree before getting pregnant, 

also puts her education on hold to prioritize parenting. When asked why she stopped attending 

college, she replies, “Because I was working full-time, and I was a full-time mom. I was working 

the night shift then, I was working from 7:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. and then going to college during 

the day.” This response points to a larger pattern by which low-SES mothers are doubly 

burdened by the need to provide both directly and financially for their children, leaving little 

time for anything else. Women whose stories parallel Dani’s and Bella’s navigate substantial role 

conflict trying meeting the expectations of being both a caring mother and a dedicated student. 

This tension epitomizes the experience of low-SES mothers attending college. 

While narratives of motherhood were more prominent in our sample, some women took 

time off from college to care for younger siblings. For example, Amelia describes having to take 

night classes in order to babysit her younger sister during the day. She even takes a semester off 

from college because the balance of caregiving and schoolwork becomes so overwhelming. 

Amelia is one of many oldest daughters from low-SES households who spend hours each week 
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caring for younger siblings. This can entail driving children to and from school, watching them 

while at home, helping them with homework, and making meals for them. For families unable to 

afford a babysitter or daycare provider, this practice is necessary; older siblings must step in to 

care for young ones while their parents work, illustrating the life course principle of “linked 

lives.” Gendered caretaking norms mean that in low-SES households, these responsibilities fall 

disproportionately upon daughters, meaning caring for younger siblings falls disproportionately 

on low-SES women.   

Gender is not the only social structure at play; socioeconomic status influences the 

resources to which students have access. Not only are low-SES women more likely to experience 

an unplanned pregnancy due to unequal access to reproductive healthcare and comprehensive sex 

education, but they also do not have the same resourced safety net as high-SES women. For 

example, Lisa, a high-SES woman who a child at age 20, completes her bachelor’s degree 

without any educational interruptions and reports no experience of financial hardship. Lisa’s is 

able to continue school without taking time off for caretaking or employment due to her family’s 

economic support. In this way, Lisa represents how even in comparatively rarer cases in which 

high-SES women experience unexpected pregnancies, they are better able to afford childcare and 

may not have the same need to stable employment. This allows them sufficient time to finish 

their degree and more quickly enter the post-college labor market. 

The low-SES men in our sample provide a second comparison group whose experiences 

balancing parenthood and education are distinct from low-SES women’s. Despite their economic 

parity, low-SES mothers and fathers face gendered social constraints. We find that instead of 

direct caretaking, low-SES men who have children while in college are more likely to work part-

time to provide for their families. Consider Hector, a young man pursuing a civil engineering 
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degree while fathering twins. Instead of caring for children directly, his support for his family 

takes the form of his savings from previous military service coupled with invariable income from 

gig work. When asked what he regards as the most important thing in life, Hector’s response 

reflects conventional notions of fatherly provision: “You know, making sure that you can…you 

can provide for those around you.” Jayden, another young man from a low-SES background, 

expresses a similar sentiment in response to this question. “I’m looking for [my son] to live and 

be successful,” he says. “That’s really my only goal in life.” Despite having a child halfway 

through his associate degree program, Jayden completes his associate degree, largely because his 

woman partner provides the majority of direct caretaking. The educational persistence and 

provisional aspirations exhibited by Hector and Jayden reveal how gender norms are especially 

salient in the realm of parenting, and more specifically the divergent methods by which women 

and men are expected to provide for their child: women through direct care and men through 

financial support. 

Moving for Children 

Among roughly one-third of low-SES women in our sample who became mothers during 

college, periods of non-enrollment and transfers from one institution to another were due to 

moving in search of a better life for their children. In moving, many of these young mothers are 

seeking a safer environment and a stronger education system, while others are in search of better 

job opportunities to provide their children a more stable upbringing than their own. Each of these 

reasons represents a case in which low-SES women forego their own educational advancement—

thereby delaying the labor market returns to a college degree—to improve their more proximal 

circumstances. Carmen, a single mother of three, captures the danger of her New Orleans 

neighborhood by saying, “Most of the people I've graduated high school with...has died.” For 
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example, despite receiving financial aid to attend Tulane and completing two years towards her 

bachelor’s degree, Carmen decides to move her family to Austin, Texas: “I moved out here [to 

Austin] for better opportunities for my kids to....ya know....get an education. The schools in New 

Orleans aren't so favorable.” Carmen begins applying to local colleges in Texas, but our 

longitudinal data show she does not earn a bachelor’s degree before age 30.   

Maria, who identifies earning a degree as one of her life goals and aspires to attend John 

Jay College, acknowledges that her daughter’s well-being comes first. Like Carmen, she seeks 

what she perceives as better circumstances in which to raise her daughter. While she does not 

earn a bachelor’s degree by age 30, she does relocate her family to what she perceives as a better 

neighborhood.  

While Maria expresses her two goals of completing college and improving her daughter’s 

circumstances as distinct from one another, others who share these aspirations describe them as 

interlinked. For example, when asked the same question about her goals in life, Nova responds, 

“Yeah, just finishing my education to get a better job for me and my son.” The interplay between 

school, work, and motherhood is evident in this phrase. Nova’s conception of a college degree as 

a pathway towards a better future for her son points to an overarching trend by which low-SES 

mothers engaged in the labor market and higher education are often driven by a desire to support 

their children as opposed to the more individualistic motives of their peers, especially those that 

come from high-SES backgrounds. While most of the women in our sample express a similar 

desire to return to school and finish their education, many lack the time and financial means to 

do so, especially given the time-consuming and expensive nature of raising a child. A significant 

portion of young mothers in our sample ended up working minimum wage jobs and were unable 

to find the time and resources to return to school.  
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While some seek specific neighborhood and school settings to support their children, 

others choose to live near family members who can assist with childcare and provide housing. 

Our findings suggest that this is more common among low-SES individuals and occurs across 

genders. Lesha, who is pursuing criminology and law at Bradley University, switched schools in 

her second year of college due to an unplanned pregnancy. “I’m going to [return home] and go to 

Chicago State University,” she says, “because I was recently engaged and recently found out that 

I’m pregnant.” In moving back home, Lesha seeks familial support in raising her child, 

exemplifying the linked lives and interdependence of low-SES households. Among individuals 

who are already parents when they begin college, many limit their college choices based on 

proximity to family for similar reasons. Matt, a low-SES Native American man pursuing a civil 

engineering degree while fathering twins, provides an example of this phenomenon. The tribal 

community in which Matt lives provides supplemental childcare, enabling him to balance 

parenting with local college courses and an apprenticeship; a close friend even lives with his 

family full-time specifically to “help with the baby.” In this way, Lesha and Matt’s stories 

provide evidence of a broader trend of low-SES parents remaining in their hometown or 

returning to it to employ a community care strategy to attend college while parenting.   

Moving away from one’s hometown and returning to it represent two routes by which 

women sacrifice or at least postpone their educational goals in search of a better community in 

which to raise their children. This trend reveals the clashing demands of scholarship and 

motherhood and the way in which women, especially those facing resource scarcity, feel they 

must make a choice between their own futures and that of their children.  

DISCUSSION 

 

Contextualizing Results 
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Studies of higher education commonly use enrollment and completion rates as indicators 

of student success.  Based on these metrics, low-SES women have made significant progress in 

recent decades. We complicate this narrative by analyzing low-SES women’s trajectories 

through college. Survey data reveal that low-SES women experience significantly more 

interruptions in their pursuit of higher education compared to low-SES men and high-SES 

women. On the one hand, this makes low-SES women's college completion rates a testament to 

their resilience; on the other, it suggests these women could complete college at even higher rates 

without the social structures that unevenly burden women from low-SES backgrounds. 

Our longitudinal interview data suggest low-SES women’s frequent interruptions are due 

to caretaking responsibilities. Providing direct care for one’s child, younger siblings, or ailing 

family members falls disproportionately to low-income women due in large part to historically 

upheld gender roles coupled with class-stratified unplanned pregnancy rates (Guttmacher 2019) 

and financial constraints that make hiring caregivers impossible. In addition to direct care 

provision, we find that some periods of disenrollment can be accounted for by low-SES women 

moving in search of a safer environment and better opportunities for their children.  

Periods of disenrollment may put low-SES women at a disadvantage in terms of college 

completion; however, strategic disenrollment decisions to manage immediate caretaking needs 

may also serve as a resourceful strategy by which low-SES women take advantage of the flexible 

structure of college to navigate competing demands. Either way, our findings suggest that the 

current model of higher education is one designed for the autonomous and fully independent 

student, which is far from the reality of interdependence and mutual reliance that individuals 

with marginalized identities tend to experience (Settersten & Schneider 2019). 
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Interruptions in one’s educational trajectory are consequential because they delay college 

completion. The current narrative about low-SES women’s completion rates obscures many of 

the difficulties these women face in attaining their degrees. Our findings have implications for 

stratification, gender, and higher education scholars by showing that making higher education 

equitable and accessible requires reimagining the traditional college student as one whose 

responsibilities of caring for family members are often equally important as their commitment to 

their education—and enacting educational policies that reflect the changing identity of the 

American college student (Horwitz & Stevens 2021). 

Implications for the “Motherhood Penalty”  

Low-SES women’s college-going experiences are deeply intertwined with motherhood 

and caretaking.  This pattern echoes the “motherhood penalty” that shapes women’s labor market 

experiences. The motherhood penalty is a social phenomenon by which working women who 

become pregnant and have children face far-reaching professional repercussions, from 

immediate wage cuts, to exclusion in hiring and promotion processes, to declines in long-term 

earning potential. This phenomenon is a direct result of the gendered distribution of caretaking 

responsibilities that accompany a new child and the stigma these responsibilities and the status of 

“mother” often carry in the workplace. Evident across labor market sectors and income levels, 

working mothers are more likely to take time off work to care for newborn children compared to 

their father counterparts, meaning that many women forfeit years of earnings if their employer 

does not provide paid maternity leave. This is especially impactful for low-SES mothers, who are 

rarely able to afford childcare and whose employers are less likely to provide paid leave.  

Our findings suggest that this pattern is not unique to the labor market and in fact is 

evident in higher education as well. From a structural perspective, both traditional employment 
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and higher education require long, continuous hours of work that provide minimal flexibility to 

balance competing demands such as caretaking. We find that low-SES women who are mothers 

while in college navigate this rigidity by taking time off from school to dedicate to their children 

in the same way that working mothers seek paid employment leave. Paralleling the motherhood 

penalty found in the labor market, educational interruptions result in lower degree completion 

rates than might be expected without interruptions and delayed job entry for young mothers. The 

emergence of the motherhood penalty during earlier stages of the life course complicates this 

theory in a way that could help explain the persistence of the gender pay gap despite women’s 

labor market gains and points to the far-reaching effects of low-SES women’s unique burdens in 

higher education.  

Implications for Policy and the Gender Revolution 

For many of the low-SES women in our study, completing higher education was their 

initial plan; pregnancy, conversely, was often unplanned. The unprecedented access to birth 

control and safe abortion that propelled the 20th century feminist revolution has not yet come to 

fruition in many low-SES communities, leading to grave class disparities in reproductive 

healthcare and diminished agency among low-SES women whose educational plans can be 

upended by an unintended pregnancy. This is especially critical given the overturn of Roe vs. 

Wade, limiting women’s reproductive agency.  

High-SES women, who already tend to have children at an older age as they spend more 

years in school and enjoy better access to reproductive care (Bui & Miller 2018), are more able 

to draw on parental support should they become parents themselves during college. In this rare 

event, parents of high-SES women can often provide financial support to cover the costs of 

childcare or even provide this service themselves during their free time, a liberty unavailable to 
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low-SES parents who tend to work longer hours for lower wages. This financial support provides 

a level of stability and time freedom key to one’s success in balancing college and early 

parenting. Social capital in the form of professional connections may also provide opportunities 

for high-SES women to earn higher starting salaries should they need to work, giving them the 

advantage of more time to devote to academics compared to their low-SES counterparts who 

must work full-time for the same earnings.  

Our study also points to a need for more equitable division of domestic responsibilities 

with the home and an interrogation of the strict gender roles associated with parenting. While 

women are traditionally expected to draw upon human capital by nurturing a child, historical 

notions of a male “bread-winner” pressure men to supply financial capital for the family unit. 

Low-SES men, who are often coupled with low-SES women like those in our study, are 

traditionally expected to care for a shared child through financial provision as opposed to direct 

care. Compared to the diminished autonomy and temporal volatility integral to childcare, the 

personal accountability and set schedule of a job often affords low-SES men more freedom to 

continue their education after having a child. Depending on the demands of their industry, many 

low-SES men are able to continue attending school while earning income for their new family. In 

the event that early parenting does lead low-SES men to put their education on pause, the fact 

that their time is then filled by working as opposed to caretaking provides benefits unavailable to 

low-SES women. In working to provide for their child, low-SES men gain early labor market 

experience, amass professional connections, clarify their career aspirations, and retain their sense 

of independence all while performing their duty as a father. Thus, cultural expectations around 

fatherhood as a role of economic provision actually aid low-SES men in retaining their 
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independence and increasing their chances of continuing school in the event that their partner 

becomes pregnant.  

These trends allow high-SES women and low-SES men who experience early parenting 

to reap the labor market benefits of a degree sooner and more consistently than low-SES women 

who face the same challenges. This socioeconomic division is deepened by abortion bans and 

other restrictive legal measures that disproportionately affect low-SES women who may lack the 

finances allowing high-SES women to circumvent these bans in the event of unplanned 

pregnancy. Therefore, increased access to affordable birth control and comprehensive 

reproductive education in low-resource settings coupled with more equitable division of 

domestic labor could yield significant progress for low-SES women in higher education.  

Implications for Higher Education 

Our findings suggest that attending to the unique needs of multiply marginalized students 

means reimagining the way higher education is both structured and studied. Fierce individualism, 

fearless innovation, and fervent desire for global impact are sanctified in college classrooms and 

given the time-consuming nature of scholarship, those best suited for success are autonomous 

students able to devote themselves almost exclusively to learning (Markus 2012). While these 

principles and liberties are typical in high-SES and male contexts, they are at odds with the 

reality faced by low-SES individuals, women, and others who experience societal 

marginalization (Stephens 2019). For example, low-SES households tend to employ strategies of 

mutual reliance to insulate against the dangers of limited resources, and children from these 

households often adopt interdependent values of group harmony and adjustment to others as a 

result (Stephens 2019). Women of all socioeconomic classes tend towards interdependence due 

to culturally upheld ideas of the nurturing feminine and a long history of women as 
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peacekeepers, homemakers, and caretakers (Markus 2012). Given the normative values 

associated with both gender and socioeconomic status, it follows that low-SES women would 

exemplify high levels of interdependence. Incongruence between the lives of low-SES women 

and the universities they attend manifests a lack of institutional support for those balancing 

familial and academic responsibilities, evident in the disproportionately high number of low-SES 

mothers and caretakers who are unable to continue their studies due to competing demands 

outside the classroom.  

The prevalence of competing demands in our findings also has implications for how the 

life course is conceptualized. While a conventional understanding of emerging adulthood 

includes a sequential progression from education, to employment, to family formation, such a 

cleanly segmented experience is far from normative. Rather, our data suggest the likelihood 

someone will experience these three life stages sequentially is class-dependent. While mid-SES 

and high-SES youth are more likely to experience each stage sequentially, we find that 

education, employment, and parenting often overlap temporally among low-SES emerging 

adults, with caretaking during college serving as a key example of this phenomenon. 

Often, higher education research simplifies success as bachelor’s degree completion, with 

substantially less attention to students’ lived experiences in making that completion a reality. 

Further, many studies consider gender and class as independent from each other, obscuring the 

unique experiences of individuals at the nexus of multiple axes of marginalization. Our research 

shows the importance of employing an intersectional approach.  

Limitations 

Key limitations of our study include potential for selection bias in sampling, for social 

desirability bias in interviewing, and for omission of important details given the staggered nature 
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of our interview data. Further, we only follow students through 2016, so we are unable to capture 

patterns in college-going that may have borne out over the long-term. This limits our ability to 

draw conclusions about how the motherhood penalty low-SES women experience in higher 

education affects their later degree completion or labor market outcomes. 

First, there was lower participation and greater attrition among low-SES interviewees. 

This may have resulted in "selection bias," through which important factors we examine (e.g., 

family responsibilities; residential instability) may have been associated with participant’s study 

participation and retention. For this reason, we suggest our qualitative results may offer a 

conservative analysis of low-SES women's challenges completing higher education.   

In addition, our interview data are staggered such that we get only brief windows into 

participants' lives as they enter emerging adulthood. While this allowed us to learn about a large 

number of participants over a long period of time, it necessarily limited our ability to learn about 

specific educational transitions as they happened. We are unable to see micro-level decision 

making patterns as subjects are often recounting what has happened over the previous few years.   

Lastly, participants may be subject to social desirability bias: the validity of participants’ 

answers may be compromised by their innate desire to be liked by their interviewer and provide 

socially acceptable answers to their questions. Given that completion of a college degree is 

culturally sanctified and early and unplanned parenting carries a degree of stigma, our 

participants may have tailored their responses about such topics to their interviewer’s 

preconceptions over their authentic experiences. This could also have influenced the high 

percentage of participants who expressed a desire to return to school after taking time off for 

childcare, as continued dedication to one’s education and achievement of long-term goals more 

generally are highly prized traits in our society.  
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Directions for Further Research 

In this study, we look closely at how gender and social class together shape low-SES 

women’s college-going trajectories. However, intersectionality emphasizes that access to power 

is also refracted through other social categories, such as race/ethnicity, nationality, and ability 

status. Thus, future studies should consider additional cross-categorical analyses, such as the 

extent to which these patterns are driven by low-SES white women or low-SES women of color. 

Additionally, research shows that women across the SES spectrum with deep religious 

commitments choose less selective colleges and complete fewer years of education because they 

prioritize motherhood (Horwitz 2022, Horwitz et al 2022). What other factors might influence a 

woman's decision to take time off from college due to caretaking? Further research might also 

explore the labor market outcomes of these educational interruptions: How do low-SES women 

engaged in caretaking while in college fare 10, 20, even 30 years later? What types of jobs do 

they tend to secure? How does early parenting shape their opportunities? Finally, our research 

spurs new, important questions, such as, what other "advantages" (like low-SES women's 

comparatively higher completion rates) have been taken for granted in the social sciences, and 

what more nuanced approaches might deepen or complicate our understanding of those 

advantages? 

Although sociologists of education have long favored academic achievement and college 

completion as their outcomes of interest in quantitative analyses, these outcomes represent 

students' cumulative experiences with education institutions. Studies should take a more granular 

look at these experiences. By tracing these patterns, scholars might more reliably identify 

mechanisms underlying the achievement and attainment outcomes that mediate so much of 

students' future opportunities.  
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