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Students At Risk in Poor, Rural Areas:
A Review of the Research
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The purpose ofthis report is to review the research on rural education and at-risk students in order to determine what
the literature reveals about the combined influence of "poverty" and "community type" (in this case rural communities)
on placing students at risk. We first compare outcomes for students in poor, rural schools with outcomes for students in
poor, urban schools in order to determine whether poverty alone affects student outcomes, or whether location also plays
a role. Next, we explore the ways in which rural location and poverty may put students at risk ofeducational failure. We
draw some preliminary conclusions about students in poor, rural schools, and make a number of research recommenda
tions for the National Institute on the Education ofAt-Risk Students in the area of rural education.

Introduction

To begin shaping a research agenda for rural educa
tion, the U.S" Department of Education's National Insti
tute on the Education of At-Risk Students convened a
meeting of experts, in November of 1996, to discuss issues
related to at-risk students in rural schools. Of highest con
cern to the participants was that poverty in rural America,
as in the country's inner cities, is putting a large number of
students at risk of educational failure. The participants sug
gested that systemic factors such as geographic isolation
and the imposition of an urban model of schooling in rural
areas may playa large role in putting students at risk, and
may add to the problem of poverty.

The resounding consensus among meeting participants
was that, despite indications of less-than-desirable student
outcomes in poor, rural communities, little comprehensive
research currently exists examining why students in rural
schools are not performing as well as their suburban coun
terparts, and what solutions may prove most beneficial.
Participants suggested that the highest priority for the In
stitute should be to map the extent to which research has
investigated such issues in rural education, and to identify
areas in which more research is warranted. (Appendix A
presents a list of meeting participants.)

In response, this document reviews relevant research
on rural education to determine what the literature reveals
about the influence of "poverty" and "community type"
(in this case rural communities) on placing students at risk.
This review specifically attempts to answer the following
key questions:
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Are students in poor, rural areas at a greater,
equal, or lesser risk of failure than students in
poor, urban areas? In effect, does "location"
matter, or is poverty the main determining
factor in low student outcomes?
What are the unique characteristics of poor,
rural communities and their students?
In what ways do the characteristics of rural
schools benefit their students, and in what
ways do they place students at risk?

Background and Rationalefor Key Questions

The National Institute on the Education of At-Risk
Students "... supports a range of research and develop
ment activities designed to improve the education of stu
dents at risk of educational failure because of limited
English proficiency, poverty, race, geographic location, or
economic disadvantage" (National Institute on the Educa
tion of At-Risk Students, 1997). The inclusion of poverty
in the Institute's list of risk factors recognizes the influ
ence of individual and family as well as school and com
munity poverty in placing students at risk. Viewed from a
systemic perspective, however, the combined inclusion of
poverty and geographic location highlights a body of re
search focusing upon the effects of community and school
characteristics on placing students at risk. This research
shows that student outcomes can often be explained by dif
ferences in the composition of neighborhoods, with poor
neighborhoods negatively affecting student outcomes (re
viewed in Lippman, Bums, & McArthur, 1996). Research
also reveals that, on average, students enrolled in high-pov
erty schools (i.e., schools with a high concentration of poor
students) tend to perform at significantly lower levels than
do students enrolled in low-poverty schools (Abt Associ
ates, 1993).
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One major strand of this body of research in the past
few years has investigated the influence of poverty in ur
ban areas (e.g., Bartelt, 1996; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg,
1996; Wang & Kovach, 1996). However, a small but grow
ing strand of research has focused on the effects of poverty
in rural areas in putting students at risk of educational fail
ure (e.g., DeYoung, 1992; General Accounting Office,
1994; Sherman, 1992; Stem, 1994). This research suggests
that, although the focus on urban students is well-deserved,
the plight of students in poor, rural areas is equally oner
ous and deserving of attention.

These strands of research collectively demonstrate that
poverty plays a vital role in both urban and rural areas in
placing students at risk of educational failure, but much of
the research leaves unclear whether poverty alone is the
implicating factor, or whether type of location (rural or ur
ban) also makes a difference. In addition to poverty, other
community characteristics may be important in de!ermin
ing a student's opportunity to learn, and, therefore, to at
tain high levels of academic achievement.

Sources of Information

The information in this paper comes from a number of
different sources. Statistics on demographics and on stu
dent outcomes are from the publications of the U.S. Bu
reau of the Census and the National Center for Education
Statistics. We also relied heavily upon Urban Schools: The
Challenge ofLocation and Poverty (Lippman et aI., 1996),
as that report contains relevant comparisons between stu
dents in poor, rural schools and students in poor, urban
schools. These comparisons illuminate differences due to
geographic location, while taking area poverty into account.
We have attempted to report current information and data,
although, in some cases, the data are as much as 9 years
old.

We identified research articles on rural education
through searches of the ERIC database, generally limiting
ourselves to works published within the past few years.
(Joumals included in the database and covered by our search
are listed in Appendix B.) Where possible, we have relied
on extant reviews to provide background on particular ru
ral education issues. As the number of comprehensive re
views is minimal, we also have relied on individual works.
A few comprehensive research pieces from the literature
on at-risk students and on factors affecting student oppor
tunities to learn helped to frame the issues in the paper and
to identify the direction of future research.

Overview of the Paper

In the first section of this paper we outline the meth
odological issues in rural research literature that affect an
swering the key questions. In the second section, we provide

a brief context of rural education. In the next three sec
tions, we provide answers, to the degree possible, to the
key questions posed inthis paper. In the final section, we
summarize our findings, describe their implications, and
provide suggestions for future research.

Methodological Considerations

Assessing comprehensively the impact of poverty and
rural location on student outcomes presents several major
challenges, including:

incomparable or inadequate definitions of "ru
ral,"
varyingconceptualizationsof the term "at-risk,"
inadequate or missing comparisons or controls
on relevant variables (e.g., levels of poverty),
and
philosophical orientation in rural literature.

Definitions of "Rural"

The four most frequently utilized definitions of geo
graphic location (i.e., urban, rural, suburban, etc.) are from
the U.S. Bureau of the Census, the Office of Management
and Budget (OMB), the U.S. Department of Agriculture's
Economic Research Service (ERS), and the National Cen
ter for Education Statistics (NCES). Research studies vary
in which of the definitions they employ, often rendering
difficult the comparability of results across studies. (De
tailed definitions from these agencies are presented in Ap
pendix C.)

The Census Bureau definition is based upon size and
density of the population in an area. If an area has a popu
lation of less than 2,500 people, it is defined as rural. The
OMB definition builds upon the Census definition, and
designates entire counties as "metro" or "nonmetro." If a
county does not have a city with 50,000 or more inhabit
ants, or an urbanized area with at least 100,000 inhabitants
(75,000 in New England), the county is designated "non
metro."

The ERS, on the other hand, uses rural-urban con
tinuum codes to distinguish among metro counties,
nonmetro counties adjacent to metro areas, and nonmetro
counties not adjacent to metro areas. Even nonmetro coun
ties not adjacent to metro areas, however, can have urban
or rural populations. The NCES-developed code is simi
larly divided into seven categories, ranging from "large city"
to "rural." A "large city" is a central city of a Metropolitan
Statistical Area (MSA) with a population greater than or
equal to 250,000. A "rural" area is any incorporated place,
Census-designated place, or non-place territory designated
as rural by the Census Bureau.
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While these different definitions overlap, each has its
own implications in terms of the size, distribution, and char
acteristics of populations thought of as "rural." For example,
because the Census Bureau uses a narrower definition of
urban and rural (one not based upon county borders), it
classifies 97% of total land area as rural; the OMB, on the
.other hand, uses a broader definition and designates entire
counties as metro or nonmetro, and classifies about 84% of
the land as nonmetropolitan (General Accounting Office,
1993). However, many counties designated "metro" can
have substantial portions of rural areas just beyond city lim
its (Larsen, 1993).

In the education research literature, similar problems
exist. For example, tabulations in the Schools and Staffing
Survey (1993-94) classify as "rural/small town" communi
ties with a population of less than 2,500 and defined as
rural by the Census Bureau, or a small town, not within an
MSA, with a population less than 25,000, but greater than
2,500 and defined as urban by the Census Bureau. In using
the Schools and Staffing 1987-88 data, the Urban Schools
study (Lippman et al., 1996) classifies as "rural" schools
located in a rural or farming community, a small city or
town of fewer than 50,000 people that is not a suburb of a
larger city, or part of an Indian reservation. Information on
a place classified as "rural" in the Urban Schools report
would not necessarily be comparable to that of a place des
ignated "rural/small town" in Schools and Staffing in the
United States: A Statistical Profile, 1993-94 (Henke, Choy,
Geis, & Broughman, 1996).

Not only have researchers not used a common quantita
tive definition of rural, many also have criticized existing
definitions for being based solely upon population density
or size, and not upon other characteristics that are quintes
sentially "rural" (e.g., Hodgkinson, 1994). Hodgkinson
asserts, for example, that an area in southern New Hamp
shire, with magazine editorial offices and software devel
opment firms, may actually comprise an urban area in a
low-density setting, and a comparison between it and the
Mississippi Delta would be disingenuous. This criticism
suggests that the type of employment available in the area
is important to consider in classifying an area as urban,
suburban, or rural. Others suggest that the degree of isola
tion from an urbanized area also is important in determin
ing how "rural" a place is.

Definitions of "At Risk"

Research studies employ various definitions of "at
risk," sometimes without defining the term in relation to a
specific factor or outcome. The National Institute on the
Education of At-Risk Students defines "at risk" in relation
to educational failure or low academic achievement. Sev
eral researchers have similarly conceptualized the term, and
have considered students at risk of such immediate events

as failing a course, dropping out of school, or not taking
challenging courses (e.g., DeYoung, Huffman, & Turner,
1989; Thompkins & Deloney, 1994). However, others have
focused on students at risk of unemployment, or simply
lack of success in later life (e.g., Hepburn & White, 1990).
More problematic are studies that identify students at risk
of not performing well against some standard or criteria
not clearly articulated in the study itself-a practice that
has gained considerable criticism (e.g., Wehlage, Rutter,
Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989).

Inadequate or Missing Controls and Comparisons

The research on rural education often does not include
adequate control variables, making it difficult to determine
whether a particular phenomenon is truly "rural," or
whether it is merely observed in a rural setting and could
be associated with other conditions (Coladarci, in Pelavin
Research Institute, 1996). Studies often incorporate incom
plete models that fail to take into account confounding
variables, such as family socioeconomic status and levels
of education. Thus, results that may be explained by other
variables are attributed to rural location, instead. For ex
ample, one group of researchers recently reexamined the
differences in student aspirations between rural and
nonrural students, and found that approximately half of the
difference could be attributed to the lower socioeconomic
status of rural families, and not solely to rural location
(Haller & Virkler, 1993).

In addition to a lack of control variables, studies often
do not include comparison groups, making it difficult to
determine whether the results apply only to a rural area, or
whether the results are true for other locations as well.

Philosophical Orientation in Rural Research

One portion of the literature on rural education ex
plicitly or implicitly espouses the view that a strong con
nection to the community and sense of place are values to
be preserved in rural areas. It suggests that what is at risk
is not the individual student, but the community as a whole.
Thus, a large part of the literature on rural education is
based upon the belief that rural areas should be preserved,
and that keeping rural communities intact must be a goal
of education. In this regard, what is often presumed to be
putting students at risk of failure is a bureaucratized school
system (that is unresponsive to local values and needs) and
a trend toward urbanization, both of which ultimately de
plete the community of its residents, either by the more
well-educated leaving for larger cities, or by students leav
ing to attend college and to work in urbanized areas. Rapid
growth in industry also is implicated in robbing the rural
area of its sense of community.
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Figure 1. Percent distribution of schools and students, by community type: 1993-1994.

Context of Rural Education

Rural students and their schools comprise a signifi
cant component of the American education system. In 1993
94, of the approximately 83,621 public elementary and
secondary schools:

Twenty-six percent (21,840) were located in
rural areas (i.e., a place with fewer than 2,500
people. and coded as "rural" by the Census), .
and they enrolled 16% of the student popula
tion;
Twenty-two percent (18,623) were located in
small towns (i.e., a town not within an MSA
with a population between 2,500 and 24,999),
and they enrolled 21% of the student popula
tion; and
Ten percent (8,136) were located in large cit
ies (i.e., a central city of an MSA with a popu
lation of at least 400,000, or a population
density of at least 6,000 people per square
mile), but enrolled about 13% of the student

. population. (NCES, 1995) .

The total population of students enrolled in public elemen
tary and secondary schools was approximately 43.5 mil-

'.

lion. Figure 1 presents a more detailed distribution of pub
lic schools and students.

Data from the 1993-94 Schools and Staffing Survey
show that, in that year, 59% of rural/small town and 63%
of central city students (i.e., a large central city or a mid
size central city) were enrolled in mid- to high-poverty
schools. A mid-poverty school is one in which 21% to 40%
of students were poor (i.e., receiving free or reduced-price
lunch), and a high-poverty school is one in which 41% or
more students were poor (after Lippman et al., 1996). Fig
ure 2 presents these data.

When we consider only rural areas and large central
cities, 64% of rural students and 77% of urban students
were enrolled in mid- to high-poverty schools. Figure 3
presents these data.

Slightly older data, from the 1987-88 Schools and Staff
ing Survey, show that:

Fifty-six percent of rural students, and 62%
of urban students were enrolled in mid- to
high-poverty schools; and

• Twenty-five percent of rural students, and
40% of urban students were enrolled in high
poverty schools. (Lippman et aI., 1996)
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Figure 2. Percent distribution of students, by school poverty concentration within community type: 1993-1994.

While these data are not strictly comparable, as the defini
tions of "rural" and "urban" are slightly different, they do
indicate that higher proportions of urban than rural students
are enrolled in high-poverty schools.

Other poverty-related data reveal that approximately
25% of Title I funds are spent in nonmetropolitan areas,
with the greatest concentration in the rural South, Appala
chia, and Indian reservations in the West (Greenberg, 1995).

Achievement of Poor, Rural Students

In answering the question, Are students in poor, rural
areas at a greater, equal, or lesser risk ofeducationalfail
ure than students in poor, urban areas? We focus on the
following outcomes:

academic achievement,
high school completion and dropout rates, and
student aspirations to attend college.

By focusing on such school-related events (rather than suc
cess in later life), we can more closely approximate the At
Risk Institute definition, and we can discuss in relevant
terms the policy and research implications for rural educa
tion.

Academic Achievement

Some research studies suggest that the academic per
formance of students in poor, rural areas is better than that
of students in poor, urban areas, but the evidence is far
from definitive. Analysis of data from the 1992 National
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) shows that the
average proficiency of students from "extreme rural" com
munities (i.e., those residing outside an MSA, and attend
ing schools in areas with a population below 10,000 where
many of the students' parents are farmers or farm workers)
at ages 9, 13, and 17 in writing, mathematics, and science
was above that of students from "disadvantaged urban"
areas (i.e., those residing in an MSA and attending schools
where a high proportion of students' parents are on wel
fare or are not regularly employed). Furthermore, students
in extreme rural areas outperformed students in disadvan
taged urban areas in reading at grades 4, 8, and II (Mullis
et aI., 1994). However, while both groups are, by defini
tion, disadvantaged, poverty is not strictly controlled for in
this analysis, and, therefore, the differences between stu
dents in poor, rural and poor, urban communities are not
entirely clear.

Some older data shed additional light on these general
findings. Results from the National Educational Longitu
dinal Study of 1988 show that grade 8 achievement in 1988



84

60.0

50.0

40.0

...=Q)

30.0~

~

20.0

9.7
10.0 -

0.0

KHATTRI, RILEY, AND KANE

56.7

00-10%

~ 11-20%

021-40%

• over40%

LargeCentralCity

Community Type

Rural

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Schools and Staffing Survey, 1993-1994.
Figures based on analysis conducted by Pelavin Research Institute.

Figure 3. Percent distribution of students, by school poverty concentration within community type: 1993-1994

of rural students enrolled in high-poverty schools was higher
than that of their urban counterparts (Lippman et aI., 1996).
Two years later, however, in grade 10, the performance of

"these rural students was the same as that of urban students
(Lippman et al., 1996).

Other data, disaggregated neither by levels of poverty
nor by the economic status of the community, show that
the performance of rural students tends to be higher than,
or equal to, that of urban students, and the performance of
both groups tends to be lower than that of suburban stu
dents. For example, fourth graders in "rural areas" and
"small towns" exhibited higher reading proficiency than
did students in central cities, but students in "urban fringe"
and "large town" areas outperformed their counterparts in
both areas (Campbell, Donahue, Reese, & Phillips, 1996).
At grades 8 and 10, rural students' performance was com
parable to that of their urban and central city peers. An
other study demonstrates that 17-year-old students in central
cities and in rural communities adjacent to metropolitan

_areas have, since 1975, performed on NAEP at levels lower
than the national average (Greenberg & Teixeira, 1995).

Dropout Rates and High School Completion

Data indicate that the dropout rate for rural students
tends to be lower than that for urban students. Between

1987 and 1989, 13.4% of rural youth between 16 and 24
were found to be out of school without a high school or
equivalent degree, compared with 15.3% in the cities
(Sherman, 1992). For African American students, however,
the dropout rate in rural communities was as low as it was
in the cities. In 1993, the dropout rate for nonmetropolitan
16- to 24-year olds was 11%, as compared with 17% for
those in inner cities, and 9.3% in suburbs (Paasch & Swaim,
1995).

High school completion data indicate a similar pat
tern-rural communities and small towns had a graduation
rate of about 95% in 1993, while urban students had a rate
of90% (Snyder, Hoffman, & Geddes, 1996). Further analy
sis using the same data (Schools and Staffing Survey, 1993
94) shows that high-poverty urban schools had a graduation
rate of 90%, while high-poverty rural schools had a rate of
94%.

Despite lower dropout rates, research suggests that
fewer rural dropouts ever return to complete their educa
tion (Sherman, 1992; Stem, 1994). Thus, lack of school
completion may have more severe consequences for rural
students than for other students. Overall, however, the de
gree to which these results can be attributed to location,
and the degree to which they can be explained by differ
ences in poverty, is not clear.
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Despite a fairly high rate of secondary school comple
tion, fewer rural graduates may aspire to and go on to higher
education. Among the senior class of 1992, 71% of rural
and nonmetropolitan students reported plans to go to col
lege right after high school, compared to 78% of urban and
suburban students. Six percent of students in rural areas
and 3% in urban areas had no plans to attend college (Snyder
et a!., 1996).

However, when we consider the rates of college appli
cation, in 1993-1994, about 55% of high school seniors in
both central cities and rural/small towns applied to college
(Henke et a!., 1996). Furthermore, college completion rates
of the two areas may be on par-among the 1980 high
school graduates, 16% of rural and 16% of city students
received their BA degrees by 1986 (with the suburban rate
being much higher at 22%) (Sherman, 1992).

While the overall rates of college application and
completion are similar for students in rural and urban ar
eas, how students from poor, rural schools fare in compari
son to students from wealthy, rural areas and to students
from poor, urban schools is not evident from these data.

Summary

The research reviewed suggests that students in poor,
rural areas have better academic outcomes than do students
in poor, urban areas, but it is less clear whether students in
these two areas differ on dropping out or on going to col
lege. Most of the data available on student outcomes are
not disaggregated by location and by poverty, and little
available research uses both variables simultaneously in
examining such differences. Some of the better outcomes
for rural students (not controlling for poverty) may be a
function of a smaller proportion of rural students being
enrolled in high-poverty schools, as compared with stu
dents in urban areas. Thus, the degree to which student
outcomes for students in poor, rural areas are similar to, or
differ from, those for their urban peers is not clear, and the
degree to which geographic location plays a role, after pov
erty is taken into account, is not apparent.

In the next two sections we examine the ways in which
poor, rural areas may place students at risk of educational
failure. We first examine the characteristics of rural com
munities and of their students. Next we analyze the educa
tion system factors that might facilitate or hinder the
education of students in poor, rural areas, given commu
nity and student characteristics. Education arrangements
that might be expedient in the urban setting may prove to
be less effective in the rural setting, and vice versa. We
explore these issues to the extent possible from the current
literature.

Harold Hodgkinson recently observed, "... rural pov
erty is not urban poverty in a different setting" (1994, p. 2),
implying that structures and processes that place students
at risk for failure in rural settings are distinct from those in
urban or suburban settings. Students in rural areas in gen
eral, and in poor, rural areas in particular, may face a unique
mix of obstacles to gaining a sound education.

In this section, we examine the community and stu
dent background characteristics in poor, rural areas in an
attempt to identify this unique mix of obstacles. In order to
frame our review and to focus on specific issues, we draw
upon the findings in the general literature on at-risk stu
dents, and upon research examining the role community
factors play in determining students' opportunity to learn.

Community Characteristics

Research suggests that an understanding of commu
nity context is important in comprehending how rural (and
other) schools function, and in determining the causes of
educational failure (e.g., Larsen, 1993). Current literature
reveals a tremendously complex picture of rural communi
ties. Below, we provide an overview of the economic and
social characteristics of poor, rural communities. In some
cases, we also contrast the characteristics with those of poor,
urban areas.

Poverty. According to the 1995 March Current Popu
lation Survey, the rates of poverty in nonmetropolitan and
central city areas were as follows:

About 16% of the total nonmetropolitan popu
lation, and 22% of the nonmetropolitan popu
lation under age 18, were living below the
poverty line; and
About 21% of the total central city popula
tion, and 33% of the central city population
under age 18, were living below the poverty
line.

Data reveal that poverty tends to be more concentrated in
central cities. In 1990, 52% of the inner city poor, as com
pared to 40% of rural poor, lived in high-poverty areas
(Hodgkinson, 1994).

Data also show that rural poverty is not evenly distrib
uted across the country, and can be concentrated in pock
ets of rural areas. Disaggregated information reported by
Hodgkinson (1994) shows that, in 1990, the South had the
highest poverty rate and the Northeast the lowest. A ma
jority of the rural poor were residents of the South (52%),
while 25% were in the Midwest, 14% were in the North
east, and 8% were in the West. Furthermore, 27% of rural
counties were rated in 1990 as "persistent poverty coun-
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ties," in which persons with poverty-level income in the
preceding year were 20% or more of the total population in
each of 4 years, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 1990 (the Economic
Research Service). For minorities in these areas, poverty
rates often exceeded 50% (Summers, 1995).

In the same year, 1990, the vast majority of poor rural
residents were white (73%), while 24% were African
American, and 5% were Hispanic. These ethnic groups also
were dustributed across the country: 97% of the poor, rural
African Americans, but only 44% of the poor, rural white,
lived in the South (Summers, 1995). Furthermore, in some
poor regions, minorities comprised the majority of the popu
lation. For example, in the Mississippi Delta region, where
the poverty rate was 44%, 64% of the residents were Afri
can American. In general, as in urban areas, African Ameri
cans, Native Americans, and Hispanics in rural areas were
more likely to be poor and to be concentrated in poor com
munities (Hobbs, 1995).

Other data indicate that poor, rural families are likely
to be employed. In 1990,65% had at least one member of
the family working, and 25% had two members working
(Summers, 1995). However, their income generally was
insufficient to keep them out of poverty, and they were not
as likely to receive aid as were urban families. Only 47%
of poor, rural families with children received Aid to Fami
lies with Dependent Children (AFDC) in 1990, versus 67%
of poor families in cities (Sherman, 1992).

Sources of income. According to a General Account-
ing Office report released in 1993, farming remains a sig

.nificant source of income in rural communities, although it
no longer remains the primary economic activity in most
areas (i.e., an activity providing 20% or more of a county's
labor and proprietor (earned) income). While farming is a
primary economic activity in 22% of nonmetropolitan coun
ties, manufacturing is predominant in 40% of the counties.
The distribution of various economic activities varies
greatly by region, with farming concentrated in the Mid
west, mining in the Appalachian region and in parts of the
West, and manufacturing in the South and eastern United
States (General Accounting Office, 1993). However, much
of the economic growth in recent years has been in the "low
skill" service sector (Hodgkinson, 1994).

Several recent trends in these economic activities have
contributed t'? rural poverty. According to Fitchen(1995),
such trends include: stagnation and decline, restructuring
of manufacturing, transition to service sector employment,
and transformation of the food production industry. Sev
eral rural regions have suffered economic stagnation, with
concomitantly high rates of poverty and unemployment.
These areas include the Mississippi Delta, northern New
Mexico, and northern Appalachia. Others have experienced
high-poverty rates due to a decline in extractive industries,
and still others have experienced a loss of jobs in manufac
turing. Areas that did experience a rise in manufacturing

produced low-skill, low-wage jobs, and real earnings from
such jobs have declined in recent years (Hirschel and
Brow~, 1995).

The growth in service sector and large-scale, labor
intensive agriculture jobs also has contributed to rural pov
erty by adding to the number of the working poor, as income
from such jobs is typically inadequate for supporting fami
lies (Fitchen, 1995). For example, in parts of the South
west, California, the Northwest, and the Plains, the growth
in labor-intensive agriculture has led to an increase in year
round jobs. However, poverty prevails in communities that
have developed around such areas, as among other factors,
the income from such jobs is low, and the households de
pendent upon incomes from such employment tend to be
larger than average (Fitch~n, 1995).

These economic trends suggest that rural poverty is
concentrated not only in areas where employment oppor
tunities from old industries, such as agriculture and min
ing, are declining, but also in places where new employment
opportunities are becoming available. The new employment
opportunities typically offer low wages, thereby providing
few avenues out of poverty.

Cultural milieu and social organization. Ethnographic
and sociological research suggests that the cultural milieu,
social structure, and social capital of poor, rural areas is
quite distinct from that of other areas. Researchers argue
that the assets of rural communities include the presence
of strong community connections; a sense of localism and
value of place, and informal community decision-making
mechanisms (e.g., DeYoung, 1994; Howley & Howley,
1995; Pelavin Research Institute, 1996 ). Rural researchers
suggest that schools in these communities are tightly linked
to the communities they serve (e.g., Theobald & Nachtigal,
1995), a theme notably absent in the literature on urban
schools and communities.

Hobbs (1995) also points out, however, that there is
tremendous diversity in the social organization of rural ar
eas. The mix of organizations and institutions varies greatly
by locality, as the local organizations dedicated" ... to pre
serving local traditions, distinctiveness, and identity have
been joined by institutions and organizations dedicated to
drawing rural producers and consumers into a mass soci
ety and a global economy" (Hobbs, 1995, p. 372).

Hobbs (1995) further indicates that many of the con
ditions of urban life are now being reproduced in rural ar
eas. Institutions and organizations related to health,
education, and retail trade have had a standardizing effect
on rural areas, as their mode of operation is similar across
location. On the other hand, "rural industrialization," and
tourism have contributed to greater regional specialization
and perpetuation of rural diversity. The nonlocal economic
institutions, however, have. reduced local autonomy and
altered the sense of community in rural America. Thus,
interests of the local people may now be divided along age,



STUDENTS AT RISK 87

occupation, and social-class lines, as the path to acting on
those interests may lie in specialized organizations outside
the local community (Hobbs, 1995). Hobbs' analysis indi
cates that conditions considered to be typically rural may
not be true for all rural areas, and a "sense of localism" and
"value of place" may be true for some rural communities,
but not for others.

Hobbs (1995) indicates that persistent-poverty areas,
in fact, have fewer indigenous organizations representing
local interests than do wealthier rural areas. Where they do
exist in poor communities, participation in them is related
to income. Other institutions found in poor areas have usu
ally originated in the larger society and are controlled by
external interests (Hobbs, 1995). Thus, the mechanisms for
participation and decision-making may actually be weak
in such areas.

Community characteristics and education. Research
shows that the diversity of economic and social conditions
in rural communities is reflected in the diversity of prob
lems and possibilities in rural education. According to
Gjelten (1982), for example, economically stable rural com
munities are able to support an effective education system,
except when faced with consolidation, and students from
these communities score above average on achievement
tests and are more likely to attend college than are their
urban peers. They also have a strong sense of identity.

At the other end of the economic spectrum, although
economically depressed communities may have a strong
sense of community, they often experience severe prob
lems in their education system. The children in these com
munities do not have the opportunity to receive an education
similar in quality to that received by children in wealthier
communities. In fact, in depressed agricultural areas, the
diminished ability of many school districts to maintain (and
increase) educational spending is a major cause for con-
cern (DeYoung, 1987). .

Similarly, in isolated communities, which can be poor
or wealthy, growing or declining, access to resources and
services can be a problem. Vocational education, staff de
velopment, and interscholastic athletic programs can be con
strained, due to large distances from other communities.
Furthermore, students leaving the community for
postsecondary education must face a new environment for
which they may be unprepared.

Based on this diversity, Gjelton developed a five-point
typology for rural communities (Gjelton, 1982). Although
the proportion of each of Gjelton's community types has
probably changed since the early 1980s due to economic
changes in rural areas, the education issues and problems
associated with each type may not have. Furthermore, many
of the problems faced by depressed and isolated communi
ties, such as a lack of financial resources, may be similar to
those faced by poor, urban school systems, although the
nuances in the manifestation of the problems are likely to

be different. At issue are the factors that lead to urban, as
well as rural poverty and the consequent loss of political
and economic power. Hobbs (1995), in fact, suggests that
rural problems are more and more determined by factors
outside of rural areas; and rural localities may benefit from
policies addressed to both urban and rural needs.

Student Background and Personal Characteristics

Several student background and personal characteris
tics have been implicated as putting students at risk of edu
cational failure. Such characteristics include minority group
status, living with a single-parent, limited English profi
ciency, low parental educational achievement, and disabled
status (Thompkins & Deloney, 1994). In this section, we
consider the degree to which these factors characterize poor,
rural students.

Ethnicity. Ethnicity is often cited as a factor putting
students at risk for educational failure. NAEP data show,
for example, that African American and Hispanic students
attain significantly lower proficiency scores on tested sub
jects than do white students (Campbell et aI., 1996).

Overall, rural students tend to be white and attend
schools with a low minority enrollment. In 1991, 85% of
rural children versus 78% of children in metropolitan areas
were white (Sherman, 1992). The distribution of minority
students in rural areas, however, varies greatly from region
to region, with more such children being concentrated in
the South and the West. In the South, one in four rural chil
dren was African American in 1991, while only 4% were
Hispanic. In the West, Hispanic children accounted for 13%
of the rural child population (Sherman, 1992).

High-poverty rural schools tend to enroll larger pro
portions of minority children than do rural schools with
lower poverty concentrations, although the proportions are
still well below those in poor suburban and urban schools.
In 1988,65% of students in high-poverty, rural schools were
white, and 35% belonged to a minority group (Lippman et
aI., 1996). In contrast, high-poverty schools in urban and
suburban areas enrolled 69% and 57% minority students,
respectively (Lippman et aI., 1996). While the proportion
of minorities in rural schools has, in all likelihood, increased
(as there has been an increase in the proportion of total
U.S. minority population), the increase is not likely to equal
that in central cities.

Single-parent households. Students who live in single
parent households tend to have lower achievement rates
and higher school dropout rates than do students from more
traditional, two-parent households (Thompkins & Deloney,
1994). Lack of time for single parents (90% of whom are
mothers) to spend with children, coupled with increased
economic burdens from a single source of income, produces
less-than-desirable household conditions and, in turn, af
fects student outcomes.
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Rural students, in general, are less likely to be living
with single parents than are urban students (Lippman et
al., 1996; Sherman, 1992). According to figures from the
National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988, only 25%
of eighth-grade rural students in high-poverty schools were
likely to be living in single-parent families, while 36% of
their urban peers were likely to be living in such a situation
(Lippman et al., 1996). In 1990,62% of poor, rural house
holds were composed of two-parent families (Hodgkinson,
1994). The figure from Lippman indicates a lower inci
dence of single-parent households among the rural poor.

Limited English proficiency. Students with limited
English proficiency (LEP) are often at risk of educational
failure due to the classroom challenges they face, particu
lady where bilingual curricula or English-as-a-Second
Language (ESL) programs are not readily available.

In 1989,4.6% of the total student population was con
sidered to have difficulty speaking English, which reflected
a gradual increase over the previous decade. In rural areas
in 1988, the rate of LEP students was 1.9%, but in urban
communities, it was 9.1% (Lippman et al., 1996). How
ever, the incidence and concentration of the LEP popula
tion in poor, rural areas could be higher due to a greater
concentration Hispanic children in such communities.

Educational attainment of parents. Literature on the
subject indicates that low educational attainment of par
ents, especially mothers, has a negative effect on student
achievement (Thompkins & Deloney, 1994). Low educa
tional attainment is often widespread in rural areas, as lo
cal employment markets traditionally have not provided
incentives to pursue higher education, and have offered,
instead, employment opportunities with minimum educa
tional requirements (DeYoung et al., 1989). (At least one
study suggests, however, that rural residents may not lack
the skills for doing high-skill work, but that there just has
not been a sufficient amount of investment in rural areas to
make use of such skills (Greenberg & Teixeira, 1995)).

The Lippman report (1996) shows that the percentage
of eighth-grade students in rural communities in 1988 with
a parent in their household who had completed 4 years of
college was 18%, similar to that of urban students at 20%.
After controlling for school poverty, however, rural stu
dents were least likely to have a college-educated parent,
below both urban and suburban students. When consider
ing only high-poverty schools, equally low proportions
(about 12%) of rural, urban, and suburban students enrolled
were likely to have a college-educated parent, indicating
no differences between the two types of communities.

Parents' own educational experiences also shape the
expectations they themselves hold of their children. In 1988,
fewer rural parents expected their children to graduate from
a 4-year college than did suburban or urban parents, even
after accounting for differences in poverty. For students
enrolled in high-poverty schools, however, there were no

differences in parental expectation; only about half expected
their children to graduate from a 4-year college (Lippman
et al., 1996). These results indicate that, at least for paren
tal expectations, location does matter.

Student Behaviors

A number of student behaviors also are associated with
being at risk of educational failure, including substance
abuse, employment while in school, and teenage pregnancy
(Thompkins & Deloney, 1994). In this section, we con
sider the degree to which those factors characterize poor,
rural students.

Substance abuse. Teens in rural areas appear to prefer
alcohol, while youth in larger communities display higher
rates of drug use (Thompkins & Deloney, 1994). Eighty
percent of rural junior and senior high school teachers sur
veyed in 1995 felt that drinking was a problem, whereas
55% reported drug use to be a problem. On the other hand,
61% of urban teachers felt that alcohol was a problem, and
73% thought that drugs were a problem (Snyder et al.,
1996). Interestingly, older data from the NELS:88 study
reveal that, in high-poverty high schools, there were no
differences in the percentage of rural, urban, and suburban
secondary school teachers reporting student alcohol use as
a serious problem in their schools. Furthermore, the per
centage (56%) for high-poverty, rural school teachers re
porting this problem was lower than the average (65%) for
rural teachers in general (Lippman et al., 1996).

Absenteeism. Student absenteeism from classes is often
cited as a factor strongly associated with low educational
attainment and dropping out of school, and often is consid
ered to be one of the most serious problems teachers must
address. After controlling for poverty, more (78%) urban
teachers consider student absenteeism to be a serious prob
lem in their schools, than do rural teachers (63%). This
finding held for teachers in high-poverty schools; more
high-poverty, urban school teachers rated student absentee
ism to be a problem than did high-poverty, rural school
teachers (84% as compared with 65%) (Lippman et aI., 1996).

Employment. DeYoung et al. (1989) have argued that
a rural economy that offers employment with minimal edu
cational requirements makes the choice of work over school
a more viable option for students. The Urban Schools re
port found, however, that in 1990, rural 10th graders were
no more likely to work 11 or more hours per week than
were urban students; 17% of rural students and 18% ofur
ban students worked II or more hours per week. Further
more, there were no differences between urban and rural
students enrolled in high-poverty schools. In fact, a higher
percentage of rural students in low-poverty schools worked
than did rural students in high-poverty schools (22% and
12%, respectively) (Lippman et al., 1996). These data, how
ever, do not take into account students who may have
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dropped out of school in order to work, and a higher pro
portion may be working than is captured in these data.

Teenage pregnancy. Approximately 40% of young
women who drop out of school do so because of pregnancy
or marriage, suggesting an association between teenage
pregnancy and educational failure (Thompkins & Deloney,
1994). Controlling for poverty, while teachers consider teen
age pregnancy to be more of a problem in urban schools
than in rural schools, an equally high proportion (50 to 55%)
of rural and urban teachers consider it to be a problem in
high-poverty schools (Lippman et aI., 1996). Other than
teachers' opinions, we found no studies discussing the ac
tual rates of pregnancy among students in high-poverty rural
and high-poverty urban areas.

'Summary

The overall community and student characteristics in
rural areas indicate that, in some ways, the economic and
social structure of rural communities is different from ur
ban communities, and rural students are different from those
residing in urban areas. The economic base of rural com
munities comprises manufacturing, mining, farming, and,
increasingly, service industries. However, shifts in these
economic sectors has generated low-paying jobs and con
tributed to rural poverty. An investigation of student char
acteristics reveals that, overall, rural students tend to be
white and come from two-parent families.

This overall picture, however, masks the diversity of
rural communities. For example, economic opportunities
and poverty are not distributed evenly across the country,
and, consequently, the social organization of the commu
nity also varies across localities. In addition, regional data
indicate that large proportions of students in poor commu
nities, especially in persistently poor regions, may com
prise ethnic minorities. Thus, a finer-grained picture of poor,
rural communities is needed to assess the educational op
portunities and outcomes for students in such communities.

Characteristics of Rural Schools

A large segment of the literature on rural education
within the past few years has attempted to identify the ef
fects of rural school characteristics on student outcomes.
This research suggests that, although students in poor, ru
ral schools are at risk by virtue of poverty, in other ways,
they benefit simply from being "rural"-that features
unique to rural schools help shield students against educa
tional failure. In fact, education researchers have begun to
argue that rural schools can provide some lessons for school
reform in other communities (e.g., Ballou & Podgursky,
1995). They and other critics of school reform contend that
urban structures, such as schools based on the "industrial
model of education," tend to decontextualize education and

undervalue local communities, placing students at risk of
failure (Nachtigal, in Pelavin Research Institute, 1996). The
suggestion is that urban schools must learn from the rural
school model, and not vice versa.

In this section, we describe the characteristics of rural
schools from the complementary perspectives of the at-risk
literature and the literature focusing upon factors affecting
students' opportunity to learn. We also discuss school-com
munity connections, as research on rural schools suggests
that this factor is a key component in determining the suc
cess of rural schools (Stern, 1994).

Rural School Characteristics

Below, we discuss the characteristics of rural schools
believed to affect rural students either positively or nega
tively, including school size, location, budget, course of
ferings, course-taking patterns, availability of special
programs, staff qualifications and preparedness, and tech
nology resources.

School size. Due to isolation and low population den
sity in rural communities, rural schools are typically small
compared to schools in more populated communities. In
1992:

Seventy-three percent of rural secondary
schools had fewer than 400 students in them,
and those schools served nearly 40% of all
rural secondary students;
In contrast, fewer than 17% of urban second
ary schools were as small, and represented
only 5% of urban secondary students. (Stern,
1994)

Only 2% of rural schools had enrollments exceeding 1,200,
and these schools accounted for only 12% of all rural sec
ondary students (Stern, 1994).

More recent data from the Schools and Staffing Sur
vey (1993-94) show that the average size for schools in
central cities was 634 students, but in rural and small town
areas the average was 40 I students (Henke et aI., 1996).

Research over the past few years on school size sug
gests that small schools are in many ways more effective
than large, urban schools in providing educational and so
cial resources for students, and, therefore, rural schools are
in a good position to cultivate their advantages (Howley,
1994). There is some disagreement over whether small
school size is, in fact, best for all students (e.g., Kearney,
1994), or whether small schools most benefit disadvantaged
youth while large schools benefit affluent youth (e.g.,
Friedkin & Necochea, 1988; Howley, 1996; Huang &
Howley, 1993). Still others have suggested a compromise,
where "schools should be neither too large to inhibit a strong
sense of community nor too small to offer a full curricu-
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lum and adequate instructional facilities" (Lee, Bryk, &
Smith, 1993).

Despite the ensuing arguments over who benefits from
small schools, most researchers agree that small schools
tend to cultivate a positive school climate, an orderly en
vironment, a high level of student-faculty engagement,
and better school-community relations (Kearney, 1994;
Thompkins & Deloney, 1994).

In recent years, however, rural schools have grown
larger, due to school consolidation brought about by fund
ing pressures (Stem, 1994). Rural educators suggest that
such consolidations enlarge the size of the school, remove
schools from the immediate vicinity of the community, and
increase the average commuting distances of students,
thereby reducing the effectiveness of the school. Others
suggest that even when consolidation is implemented, ru
ral schools are smaller, have fewer dollars, and provide
fewer opportunities to learn than do schools in other com
munities (Herzog & Pittman, 1995). The degree to which
schools in poor, rural communities also are small and pos
sess these characteristics is not presently known.

School location. In sparsely populated rural areas, stu
dents often travel long distances to attend school. Trans
portation for such long distances is costly, and the daily
commute imposes a severe constraint on the daily lives of
these students (Fox, 1996). This may be particularly true
in poor communities, where such constraints could mean
the difference between a student attending school or drop
ping out to find employment. Further research is needed to
determine the extent to which student transportation is a
problem in poor, rural communities, and what solutions are
necessary to alleviate the constraints these factors cause.

School budgets. Although the relationship between
expenditures and student achievement remains controver
sial, some literature indicates that expenditure is positively
related to student outcomes (Hedges, Laine, & Greenwald,
1994). Several researchers suggest that rural budgets often
are small and do not adequately cover the considerable costs
of operating the school (Larsen, 1993; Sherman, 1992).
Rural schools frequently serve a smaller student popula
tion that is spread out over a larger area, making the fixed
cost of maintaining a school building and operation high
when expressed in per-pupil expenditures (Sherman, 1992).

In 1993, the per pupil expenditures in rural areas was
$4,358, and in large central cities it was $5,560 (Snyder et
al., 1996). (However, these figures are neither cost- nor
need-adjusted, rendering comparisons difficult.) Accord
ing to Sherman (1992), rural governments face lower rev
enues than do city governments, due to a smaller tax base
and lower property values. This leads to tight budgets that
often translate into limited curricular and program offer
ings, lower teacher salaries, and a lack of sufficient tech
nology resources, leading many to argue that rural students

are not receiving the quality curriculum and education they
need to compete nationally and globally.

A picture of the regional variation in revenues and
expenditures is essential to understand the impact of school
budgets on education in rural areas, especially in poor, ru
ral areas. A typology of the funding mechanisms states use
to finance education in poor, rural areas also is needed.
This typology would help to determine the implications of
those mechanisms for school operations and students' op
portunity to learn.

Course offering. The availability of courses and the
courses students take are shown to be powerful predictors
of academic achievement and college enrollment (Lee et
al., 1993; Pelavin & Kane, 1990). In the early 1980s, half
of city schools and two thirds of suburban schools offered
calculus, as compared with only one third of rural schools
(Sherman, 1992). Other, more recent studies in rural school
districts indicate that the number of courses and of special
programs offered to rural students is much smaller than
that offered to suburban students (e.g., Ballou & Podgursky,
1995; Hall & Barker, 1995). Smaller schools simply are
unable to provide advanced or college preparatory courses
(Greenberg, 1995)- and in poor, rural schools, this reality
may be especially true. Comparative description of poor,
urban and poor, rural schools are lacking, and, therefore, it
is difficult to determine whether the financial constraints
and decision processes that lead to fewer course offerings
are similar or dissimilar across these two settings. Policy
implications would be quite different if they are similar
than if they are dissimilar.

Course-taking patterns. National data provide some
insight into the course-taking patterns of youth in rural
schools. Rural students in 1990 were more likely than their
nonrural peers to take six or more vocational education cred
its, even after accounting for poverty levels (Lippman et
al., 1996). On the other hand, rural high school seniors were
just as likely to have taken geometry as their urban coun
terparts, a finding which is also true for students enrolled
in high-poverty urban and rural schools (Lippman et al.,
1996). However, a study of educational equity in North
Carolina revealed that in 26 poor districts (most of which
were rural), not one student took an Advanced Placement
exam (cited in Herzog & Pittman, 1995), and students in
one poor, rural county had 116 fewer courses to choose
from than did students in other counties. These limited
data indicate that poor, rural students may not experience a
greater disadvantage in being able to take some standard,
core subjects. However, they may not have available to them
the variety of courses their wealthier counterparts have.

Availability ofspecial programs. Programs and extra
curricular activities offered in rural schools also are lim
ited, affecting students' opportunity to learn. For example,
national data from 1988 show that 75% of rural elemen-
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tary schools offered gifted and talented programs to their
students, matching that of urban schools, but falling well
below suburban schools (Lippman et aI., 1996). Among
high-poverty schools, however, more rural (70%) than ur
ban (66%) schools offered such programs. More recent data
from the 1993-94 Schools and Staffing Survey reveal that
71% of rural/small town schools offered gifted and talented
programs, as compared to 67% of urban schools (Henke et
aI., 1996).

On the other hand, only one quarter of schools in rural
areas offered special programs for pregnant teenagers, as
opposed to one third of city and suburban schools (Sherman,
1992). Data also reveal that fewer sports activities were
offered in 1990 to grade 10 students in rural schools, a find
ing which is true in high-poverty schools as well (Lippman
et aI., 1996). A number of reasons are cited for this phe
nomenon, including a smaller and more dispersed student
body, and isolation from other communities, making it more
difficult to share resources effectively and efficiently
(DeYoung, 1987).

Studies also suggest that rural areas have a dispropor
tionate number of special-needs students, but the funding
system varies from state to state, with some benefiting such
areas, and others not (reviewed in DeYoung, 1987).

Staff qualifications and preparedness. The quality of
school staff also has been identified as a key factor in in
fluencing student outcomes (Lee et aI., 1993). However,
teacher experience and the recruitment and training of teach
ers are frequently cited as major problems in rural areas
(Ballou & Podgursky, 1995; Larsen, 1993). The 1993-94
Schools and Staffing Survey data indicate that the average
number of years of teaching experience for central city
teachers was 12 years, and for rural teachers it was 11.3
years (Henke et aI., 1996). Statistics from 1988 reveal that
after controlling for poverty, a higher percentage of rural
teachers than urban teachers had less than 4 years of teach
ing experience (Lippman et aI., 1996). In high-poverty
schools, however, the proportion of teachers (12%) with
this amount of experience was no different across locations.
While a larger proportion of rural teachers possibly have
less experience, the experience of teachers in high-poverty
rural schools is equivalent to that of their peers in high
poverty urban schools.

Principals of high-poverty urban schools, however, are
much more likely to report having trouble hiring teachers
(30%) than are principals in high-poverty rural schools
(19%), and teacher absenteeism is less of a problem in ru
ral areas, as well (Lippman et aI., 1996). Yet, research has
documented the need for rural teachers to have awareness
of school-community relationships and a better general
curricular preparation (DeYoung, 1987).

Teacher quality may also be reflected in teacher sala
ries. The salaries paid to rural teachers are significantly

lower than the salaries paid to their nonrural counterparts
(Ballou & Podgursky, 1995). Even high-poverty urban
schools paid higher salaries to their teachers than did rural

.. low-poverty schools ($26,772 as compared with $21,470)
(Lippman et aI., 1996). However, if cost of living were taken
into account, the difference between the two figures would
be lower.

Despite the belief that staff experience in rural areas is
less than optimal, little research has been done on how to
improve the qualifications and preparedness of rural edu
cators; and the studies of rural teachers that do exist often
do not describe strictly rural phenomena (e.g., Wigle &
Sylvester, 1996). A recent review of doctoral dissertations
from 1989 to 1993 found only 11 dissertations identifying
successful strategies for the retention of qualified person
nel in rural schools, and no dissertations identifying suc
cessful strategies for the recruitment of qualified personnel
in rural schools (Harmon, Howley, & Sanders, 1996).

Technology resources. Researchers have posited that
access to technology can greatly enhance the learning ca
pabilities of students, particularly those in isolated areas
where educational resources are not available in the imme
diate community (Stem, 1994). Distance learning technol
ogy, educational videos, instructional software, and access
to the Internet have all made their way into classroom in
struction, and could potentially be powerful solutions for
poor, rural schools with curricular disadvantages and few
resources (Hall & Barker, 1995).

Research suggests that rural schools have not imple
mented technology to the same extent as nonrural schools,
and they often lack the infrastructure and resources to do
so (e.g., Howley & Howley, 1995). In 1995, rural schools
had, on average, 54 computers per school, while central
city schools had an average of 84 computers (Snyder et aI.,
1996). However, in the same year, 48% of rural schools,
and 47% of central city schools, had access to the Internet.

Despite differences in the number of computers, in
formation from the 1992 National Assessment of Educa
tional Progress and the 1993 Current Population Survey
indicates that the rates of computer usage are similar in
different community types (Greenberg, 1995). Surveys sug
gest many rural schools participate in distance learning to
expand curriculum offerings, although often using relatively
inexpensive, less than state-of-the-art, equipment (Barker
& Hall, 1994).

Precisely how technology plays, and could play, a posi
tive role in high-poverty schools, however, has not been
thoroughly investigated. Although some researchers have
suggested that technology is not necessarily the answer to
small rural schools' curriculum problems (e.g., Howley &
Howley, 1995; Monk, 1989), the potential for improvement
through technology is believed to be great.
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School-Community Connections

Perhaps the most commonly identified advantage of
rural schools is their close connection with the surround
ing community, and their ability to provide students with
educational opportunities beyond the classroom walls. Re
searchers and educators alike have agreed that supporting
strong school-community connections in rural areas is the
most important step in establishing a "sense of place" for
rural students, and in maintaining the success and survival
of rural schools. Such connections include school interac
tion with local government, businesses, and social organi
zations, and families, as well as with other rural schools
(e.g., Chow et aI., 1994; Stoops & Hull, 1993). Others have
cited the importance of community development in educa
tion reform (e.g., Tuckermanty & Edwards, in Pelavin Re
search Institute, 1996).

The characteristics of school-community connections
believed to benefit rural students include parental partici
pation in schools and student learning, family and commu
nity social capital, the use of the community as a curricular
resource, and active and productive school-business rela
tions.

Parental involvement in student education. Parental
involvement in a student's education has been identified as
an important predictor of student success (Thompkins &
Deloney, 1994). This involvement may take many forms,
including participation in parent-teacher organizations,
volunteering at the school, contacting the school about the
child's progress, monitoring homework, talking to the child
about what he or she does in school, and talking about fu
ture education plans (Lippman et aI., 1996).

Researchers suggest that the small size and tight-knit
social structure of rural communities foster increased pa
rental involvement in all aspects of their children's lives,
including education. One study found that parents whose
children attended rural schools had, indeed, significantly
higher involvement in their child's education than did par
entsin any other community type (Sun, Hobbs, & Elder,
1994). By at least one measure of parental involvement,
however- talking to children about school-there were
no differences across urban, suburban, and rural schools,
after controlling for poverty. Even in high-poverty schools,
similar percentages of rural, suburban, and urban parents
rarely talked with their children about school (Lippman et
aI., 1996).

Social capital. Based upon Coleman's work (1988a,
1988b), social capital can be conceptualized as the social
benefits individuals enjoy by virtue of their membership in
a family or community, and this concept helps to explain
how certain characteristics offamilies, neighborhoods, and
communities affect student success in school. According
to Coleman (1988a), social capital "... inheres in the struc
ture of relations between actors and among actors" (p. S98),

and it makes possible the achievement of certain ends that
would not otherwise be possible.

The idea of social capital has been a much debated
topic in the past decade, and some have suggested that in
the absence of financial and human capital, poor, rural com
munities may be able to prosper through their strong social
relationships and tight community bonds. Many have felt
that the notion of social capital helps to explain the strength
of many rural schools when compared to urban schools, as
well as the wide variance in student achievement rates
among different rural communities.

Social theorists have proposed a number of variables
as appropriate measures of the presence of social capital in
a family or community, including:

the presence of two parents in a household,
• few siblings in a household, .

the mother's expectations that her child will
go to college,

• the mother not being employed outside the
home when the child was young,
fewer changes of school, and
child participation in church activities.
(Thompkins & Deloney, 1994)

Others, however, have criticized the limited focus of these
variables (Thompkins & Deloney, 1994). Several studies,
including a number cited in this paper, examine the pres
ence of various types of factors (e.g., educational attain
ment of parents) representing social capital in poor, rural
communities. While a comprehensive picture of social capi
tal in poor, rural communities is missing, Hobbs (1995),
Gjelton (1982), and others have provided an overview of
rural communities, their relative strengths and weaknesses,
and the implications of such strengths and weaknesses for
their education systems. For example, in contrast to the
possible strengths gained by social capital connections,
some studies have presented unflattering views of rural
schools, portraying hiring favoritism among administrators,
and conflicts between school personnel and the commu
nity around issues in the curriculum (DeYoung, 1987).

Community as curricular resource. The intimacy of
rural communities, it has been suggested, also provides rural
students with educational resources outside of the class
room and in the community at large (e.g., Stern, 1994).
While resources in schools may make it difficult to pro
vide wide course ~)ferings or technological innovations,
rural schools have the natural resources of the surrounding
community to support student learning and provide them
with opportunities not available in urban settings. Many
researchers have argued that involving students in local
community activities and asking them to seek solutions to
community problems benefit students by giving them a
sense of place within the community, and by helping them
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to feel that they play an important role in the social and
cultural environment around them. In tum, communities
benefit from the insight and enthusiasm that students can
bring to local issues. By building trust and reliance between
students and other community members, the rural commu
nity grows stronger and out-migration of rural youth is
slowed.

While a number of researchers have put forth these
ideas, little systematic research has been done to examine
how many rural communities are using the local commu
nity as a curricular resource, how they may be managing
this collaboration, or the effects of such a close connection
on student outcomes.

School-business relations. Given the concerns that ru
ral schools are not providing students with the adequate
skills and background to enter the workforce as competi
tive employees, much attention has been paid to how rural
school collaboration with local businesses can improve rural
students' transition from school to work, and help provide
students with both necessary skills and motivation to find
post-school employment. Researchers and educators believe
that helping students connect to local businesses will help
curb the trend of "out-migration" of rural youth, especially
those with high school diplomas and postsecondary educa
tion, as employers will begin recruiting locally, giving youth
an incentive to stay. Case studies in rural communities
where school-to-work programs have been established have
found enormous success and support of the programs from
teachers, administrators, parents, and other members of the
community (Miller, 1993; Miller, 1994). Yet, there is no
systematic body of research on how widespread and help
ful such programs are, particularly in poor, rural commu
nities.

Summary

Research suggests that rural students tend to benefit
from the small size of rural schools and from the nature of
school-community connections. However, it also indicates
that these students are at risk of educational failure due to
the lower levels of educational resources in rural schools,
such as fewer course offerings. Nonetheless, from the stud
ies reviewed, it is not possible to determine the degree to
which the education system characteristics discussed typify
schools and school systems in poor, rural areas. It is un
clear whether characteristics called "rural" describe schools
in poor, rural areas: Furthermore, there is little research
examining whether schools in poor, rural areas differ in
fundamental ways from schools in poor, urban areas. More
rigorous research identifying the factors underlying the
functioning of poor, rural schools and the performance of
poor, rural children is needed. Such research would help to
identify the factors that affect opportunity to learn in poor

communities, and also the factors that uniquely affect the
outcomes for children in poor, rural areas.

Conclusions and Research Implications

Our purposes in this paper were to: (a) review extant
literature to determine the degree to which rural location
plays a role in educational failure in poor, rural areas; and
(b) describe the processes and structures in poor, rural
schools that place students at risk of failure. To this end,
we first compared the outcomes for students in poor, rural
schools with those for students in poor, urban schools in
order to determine the contribution of location to outcomes
for students in poor areas. Next, we examined the charac
teristics of rural communities and their students in an ef
fort to identify the prevalence in these communities of the
factors that place students at risk for educational failure.
Finally, we examined the characteristics of rural schools in
order to assess the ways in which rural schools benefit their
students, and the ways in which they hinder their students'
education.

Our review indicates, in general, that the information
specifically on poor, rural students, communities, and
schools is sketchy, lacking in focus, and not comparable
across studies. While much information is available on ru
ral schools and rural students, few comparisons are avail
able on rural versus rural poor, and rural poor versus urban
poor. Such comparisons are necessary to determine whether
poverty is the primary factor jeopardizing student educa
tional achievement, or whether rural location and attendant
community characteristics also playa significant role.

Despite the difficulties of this incomparability, we can
draw some preliminary conclusions about students in poor,
rural schools:

Academic achievement of poor, rural students
is better than that of poor, urban students;
Overall, the magnitude of the problem of low
academic achievement is smaller in poor, ru
ral areas than it is in poor, urban areas, as a
smaller proportion of rural students are poor
and attend schools with other poor students;
Rural communities are quite diverse, and their
economic, social, and demographic charac
teristics vary across the country;
The overall characteristics of rural students
indicate that, in general, they are different
from students in urban schools-rural stu
dents tend to be white, live in two-parent fami
lies, and are seen as presenting fewer
problems in schools-and, therefore, the strat
egies for dealing with this population may
need to reflect such differences. However,
minorities do comprise a large proportion of
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the rural poor, and, therefore, the profile of
many poor, rural students, especially in some
persistent-poverty areas, is likely to be simi
lar to that of many in poor, urban areas; and

• Rural students attend smaller schools that are
connected to the community, but they seem
not to have the same breadth of curriculum
and extracurricular offerings as their urban
counterparts.

These conclusions are only preliminary, and the need for
more rigorous research studies in poor, rural areas is evi
dent. Based on our review, we offer the following research
recommendations and the attending rationale for each:

1. Compare the achievement of poor, rural stu
dents with that of poor, urban students, using
NCES databases such as the NELS:88 Sec
ond Follow-up Component and the National
Assessment ofEducational Progress.

An investigation using recent NCES data
would help to determine whether location
matters in educational outcomes if poverty is
taken into consideration, as most research has
not simultaneously accounted for both vari
ables. Both NCES databases cited above are
the most recent available on the academic
performance of school children. Thus, for
example, analyzing the NELS:88 grade 12
data would provide a more current picture of
the performance of poor, rural students as
compared with other students. Both indi
vidual-level poverty as well as school-level
poverty concentration would be important to
investigate. The first would provide informa
tion on whether location matters, after con
trolling for individual-level poverty, but the
results would not indicate whether the rural
school itself happens to have high or low con
centrations of poverty or whether the student
lives in a poor neighborhood. Thus, if rural
location is shown to be associated with stu
dent outcomes, we would not be able to de
termine whether the poverty concentration of
the rural school matters. On the other hand,
when considering school-level poverty we can
determine the effects of poverty concentra
tion, but not of individual-level poverty. Both
models are important, as both would yield in
formation on the effects of location, regard
less of poverty.

2. Investigate the characteristics of poor, rural
schools and districts, using NCES datasets
such as the Schools and Staffing Survey 1993
94 and the Common Core ofData, and com
pare with characteristics of schools and
districts in other geographic areas and pov
erty levels.

A mapping of the characteristics of rural
schools and districts by different levels of
poverty would provide a comprehensive pic
ture of the variation in organizational, finan
cial, and student characteristics across rural
areas. For instance, the Census data show that
there are persistent pockets of poverty in ru
ral areas, and learning about the characteris
tics of schools and students in these areas
would help to determine whether their edu
cational structures are more similar to those
of other rural schools and districts or to poor,
urban schools and districts. A start in this di
rection could be to identify rural school dis
tricts with high concentrations of minority and
LEP students, using the Common Core of
Data, and contrasting the education system
characteristics in these districts with those of
poor, urban schools and districts in the same
region. Using the Schools and Staffing Sur
vey, characteristics such as average school
size, teacher compensation, and teacher char
acteristics also can be examined and con
trasted with those of other types of schools.

3. Develop a taxonomy of rural areas and their
education systems.

Although all rural areas, by definition, have
in common a relatively small population and
low population density, research indicates
there also is much diversity across these ar
eas. An understanding of the economic, so
cial, and geographic factors that contribute to
this diversity would be important in identify
ing the factors that affect education systems.
For example, Gjelton (1982) suggests that iso
lation, regardless of poverty, affects a school
system's access to resources, and, therefore,
has an influence on student achievement. A
start in this direction could be to develop or
identify a set of variables related to social,
economic, and geographic characteristics to
be included in future education surveys.
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4. Review state, district, and school initiatives
to improve rural education.

Little systematic information is available on
the strategies rural schools and districts, es
pecially those in poor areas, use to provide
effective education to their students. For ex
ample, a review of the strategies districts use
to stabilize revenues when operating on a
small tax base would be useful information,
especially if it is shown to result in maintain
ing or enhancing the factors associated with
student achievement. Similarly, a review of
the strategies different states follow to pro
vide financial and other types of aid to rural
and urban schools and districts would be in
structive. It would provide insights into the
problems and issues faced by states in their
urban and rural areas, and the methods used
to solve those problems. It also would help to
assess whether states are using economic de
velopment in rural areas as a way to improve
rural education.

5. Conduct focused, systematic case studies of
poor, rural schools and districts and compare
them to poor, urban schools and districts, as
well as to wealthier rural schools and school
districts, in order to assess the commonalties
and differences between these settings.

Studies using large datasets and documents
would be useful to identify the differences
between schools in poor, rural areas and those
in other areas. However, they would not yield
aggregate information on school-community
connections, school processes, community
characteristics, and student outcomes. A case
study of a carefully selected sample of poor,
rural communities (e.g., mining towns, farm
ing communities, tribal reservations) in dif
ferent regions of the country (e.g., Appalachia,
the Mississippi Delta, the Southwest) com
pared with poor, urban communities in the
same regions would offer a focused picture
of similarities and differences of education in
poor communities across geographic loca
tions. Conversely, case studies comparing a
wide range of rural schools-from wealthy
to poor, and most to least successful-would
provide insights into effective practices for
schools in rural areas. In both instances, quali
tative case study analysis would highlight

issues that are not reflected in national quan
titative data. Information from this study
would yield preliminary answers to questions
such as: What are the characteristics of effec
tive rural education? What unique factors af
fect student outcomes in poor, rural areas?
What type of rural education allows students
to function in either rural or urban settings?

The first step in undertaking any of the suggested
research activities would be to map the location and char
acteristics (e.g., size, minority population, per pupil expen
ditures) of schools and districts in poor, rural areas. This
activity would help to identify what proportion of the total
education system such schools and districts constitute, and
how they are distributed across the country.
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Appendix A
Rural Education Issues Meeting Participants

The following is a list of participants who attended the Rural Education Issues Meeting sponsored by the National
Institute on the Education of At-Risk Students, and held on November 18, 1996.

Michael Arnold, Mid-Continent Regional Educational
Laboratory

Ted Coladarci, College of Education & Human Develop
ment, University of Maine

Charles Conrad, Organizations Concerned About Rural
Education

Janet Edwards, Children, Youth, and Families At Risk Ini
tiative, U.S. Department of Agriculture

Edward Fuentes, National Institute on the Education of At
Risk Students, U.S. Department of Education

Elizabeth Greenberg, U.S. Department of Agriculture

Hobart Harmon, Rural Center, Appalachia Educational
Laboratory

Daryl Hobbs, Office of Social and Economic Data Analy
sis, University of Missouri

Craig Howley, ERIC Clearinghouse on Rural Education and
Small Schools, Appalachia Educational Laboratory

Michael B. Kane, American Institutes for Research

Nidhi Khattri, American Institutes for Research

Robin Lambert, Program for Rural Services and Research,
University of Alabama

Luna L. Levinson, Office of Reform Assistance and Dis
semination, U.S. Department of Education

David Mack, National Institute on the Education of At
Risk Students, U.S. Department of Education

Sheilah Maramark, National Institute on Postsecondary
Education, Libraries, and Lifelong Learning, U.S.
Department of Education

Oliver Moles, National Institute on the Education of At
Risk Students, U.S. Department of Education

Paul M. Nachtigal, Annenberg Rural Challenge

Kevin Riley, American Institutes for Research

Joyce D. Stem, Author

Karen Suagee, National Institute on the Education of At
Risk Students, U.S. Department of Education

Duc-Le To, National Institute on Educational Governance,
Finance, Policymaking, and Management, U.S. Depart
ment of Education

Elizabeth Tuckermanty, Children, Youth, and Families At
Risk Initiative, U.S. Department of Agriculture

Deborah Williams, Education Program Specialist, State and
Local Support Division, Office of Reform Assistance
and Dissemination, U.S. Department of Education
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Appendix B
Referenced Journals
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The following journals are covered by the ERIC database for the ERIC Clearinghouse on Rural Education and Small
Schools. These periodicals are the "body" of research journals consulted to compile the research for this literature review.

Akwe:kon Journal
Alberta Journal of Educational Research
American Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health Re-

search
American Indian Culture and Research Journal
American Indian Journal
American Indian Library Newsletter
American Indian Magazine
American Indian Quarterly
Appalachia
Appalachian Journal
Aztlan: A Journal of Chicano Studies

Bilingual Research Journal

Camping Magazine
Canadian Journal ofNative Education
Comparative Education
Comparative Education Review

Echoes: The Northern Maine Journal ofRural Culture
Education Canada

Grassroots Development
Great Plan Quarterly

Hands On
Hispanic Journal ofBehavioral Sciences
Hispanic Magazine
Human Services in the Rural Environment

Journal ofAdventure Education and Outdoor Leadership
Journal ofAmerican Indian Education
Journal of Experiential Education
Journal ofMulticultural Social Work
Journal of Outdoor Education

Journal ofResearch in Rural Education
Journal ofRural Community Psychology
Journal ofRural Studies

Midwestern Educational Researcher

Native Peoples Magazine
Now and Then Magazine

Outdoor Network Newsletter

Pathways to Outdoor Communication
Pathways: The Ontario Journal of Outdoor Education

Rural Conditions and Trends
Rural Development Perspectives
Rural Education in Australia
Rural Educator
Rural Electrification Magazine
Rural Sociologist
Rural Sociology
Rural Special Education Quarterly
Russian Language Journal

Scientific Journal of Orienteering
Scottish Educational Review
Small Town
Social Forces
Southern Rural Sociology
Studies ofAmerican Indian Literature

WICAZO SA Review
Winds of Change
Workbook, The
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Appendix C
Definitions

The following three definitions are summarized from Rural Development: Profile ofRural Areas (GAO, 1993).

Bureau of the Census. The Bureau of the Census defines an "urbanized area" (UA) by population density. Each UA
includes a central city and a surrounding, densely settled area that, together, comprise a population of 50,000 or more
individuals and a population density more than 1,000 persons per square mile. Under this definition, all persons living in
UAs and in places (cities, towns, villages) with a population of 2,500 or more outside of UAs are considered Urbano: All
others are considered Rural (from GAO, 1993). UAs do not necessarily follow county lines, and they may incorporate
parts of different counties. .

Office of Management and Budget. The OMB defines those areas as Metro (Metropolitan Statistical Area-MSA) that
include at least one city with 50,000 or more residents, or an urbanized area (as defined by the Bureau of the Census) with
at least 50,000 residents and a total MSA population of 100,000 or more. The OMB standards dictate that each MSA must
include the county in which the central city is located (central county) and additional contiguous counties, if they are
economically and socially integrated with the central county. Any county not included in an MSA is considered nonmetro.

Economic Research Service. The ERS uses rural-urban continuum codes to distinguish among metro, nonmetro (adjacent
to metro areas), and non metro (not adjacent to metro areas) counties. The rural-urban continuum code reads as follows:

o Central counties ofmetro areas with population of1 million or more
1 Fringe counties ofmetro areas with population of1 million or more
2 Counties in metro areas with population of250,000 to 1 million
3 Counties in metro areas with population fewer than 250,000
4 Urban population of20,000 or more, adjacent to a metro area
5 Urban population of20,000 or more, not adjacent to a metro area
6 Urban population of2,500 to 19,999, adjacent to a metro area
7 Urban population of2,500 to 19,999, not adjacent to a metro area
8 Completely rural or urban population offewer than 2,500, adjacent to a metro area
9 Completely rural or urban population offewer than 2,500, not adjacent to a metro area

Codes 0 through 3 comprise metro counties; Codes 4, 6, & 8 comprise nonmetro counties, adjacent to metro areas; and
codes 5, 7, and 9 comprise nonmetro counties, not adjacent to metro areas.

The NCES-developed Johnson code is summarized from Instructions for Completing the Nonfiscal Surveys of the Com
mon Core ofData, 1995-96, National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.

Johnson Code. The Johnson code categorizes community types into the following seven categories:

1 Large City: A central city ofa CMSA or MSA, with the city having a population greater than or equal to
250,000

2 Mid-size City: A central city ofa CMSA or MSA, with the city having a population less than 250,000
3 Urban Fringe ofa Large City: Any incorporatedplace, CDP, or non-place territory within a CMSA or MSA

ofa Large City, and defined as urban by the Census Bureau
4 Urban Fringe ofa Mid-size City: Any incorporated place, CDP, or non-place territory within a CMSA or

MSA ofa Mid-size City, and defined as urban by the Census Bureau •
5 Large Town: An incorporated place of CDP with a population greater than or equal to 25,000 and located

outside a CSMA or MSA
6 Small Town: An incorporated place or CDP with population less than 25,000 or equal to 2,500 and located

outside an CMSA or MSA
7 Rural: Any incorporated place, CDP, or non-place territory designated as rural by the Census bureau


