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ABSTRACT

WHAT MATTERS AROUND HERE: A COMMUNITY STUDY OF RURAL
EDUCATION AND POVERTY

By

Angela M. Kirby

The research shows that poor tend to be educationally disadvantaged and rural
poor more educationally disadvantaged. Yet, educational policy reform typically uses
urban-based models when addressing issues of rural education. This study expands a
limited body of research in the area of rural education of poor students and their
communities. The unique contribution of the study lies in its focus on articulating a set
of understandings about the combined issues of place, poverty and education. In the two
categories focusing on one community values regarding family and education, eight
themes emerged. They highlight themes of isolation; social exclusion and limited access
to resources accentuate the need to examine social networks and communal assets. The
rural emergent community stories provide a powerful counterpoint to the supposition that
poverty is primarily an economic issue. Findings illuminate the need to shift the
educational policy focus from eradicating poverty based on quantified numbers of poor
people, to addressing a comprehensive causal explanation of why rural people are poor,

its effects on educational aspirations and behaviors.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION, CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK, LITERATURE REVIEW

A town is a thing, like a colonial animal. A town has a nervous system and a town
has shoulders and feet. A town is a thing separate from all other towns, so that
there are no two towns alike. And a town has a whole emotion. How news travels
through a town is a mystery, not easily to be solved. News seems to move faster
than small boys can scramble and dart to tell it and faster than women can call it
over the fences (Steinbeck, 1953, p. 485).

Rural life is often overlooked in postindustrial society while urban problems
garner greater public awareness. Urban problems seem bigger and perhaps more
troubling than rural problems because of the concentration of large numbers of people
(Fitchen, 1991). Yet poor rural towns have persistent and worrisome problems. One such
problem is the reality that rural places have lower educational aspiration and attainment

levels than others (NEA, 2001).

This narrative describes the educational aspirations, values and behaviors of one
poor rural town and the social process that sustains community members. Itis a
community study with the school at the center. It is a phenomenological description of
the community’s educational values against a backdrop of existing social values,
community life and social behaviors. Here, the community’s great priority of cultural
traditions is tied to the land. The family ties bind the community traditions with clans of

inter-related kin, thinning homesteads, and communal living. The community remains
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isolated from the larger world through internal governance and resistance to outsiders.
Federal and state educational policy does not integrate well into the complex crevices of
rural values. The school and faculty in this rural community act as conduits of
educational policy by acknowledging this cultural clash while attempting to readjust the

community’s educational expectations.

It was this issue that moved me to investigate the educational attitudes and
behaviors of a high poverty rural community and the social process that sustains it. As a
former elementary principal in a rural area I observed educational attitudes, values, and
behaviors that were in conflict with state and federal educational initiatives. Moreover, I
observed that administrators and teachers received sanctions for schools that did not
perform according to a set of criteria normed against urban or suburban data (DeYoung &
Kannapel, 1999). Administrators, unable to negotiate these vast cultural differences,
might be viewed as ineffective at the state level but highly effective at the local level.
Rural educators, once known for softening educational policy, were increasingly forced
to follow the policy, some might suggest, to the detriment of the school and the school
community. It was this juxtaposition, this contest of wills between them that led me to a

community study of rural education, poverty and cultural policy.

In this study, I seek to describe a set of understandings emerging from a poor rural
town and with a population density so low that the term “frontier” comes to mind. This is
an isolated community, far from urban hubs. The people who live here struggle to make
ends meet, often traveling to distant towns and working several low-wage jobs. The

school is the community’s largest employer, yet few locals are employed within the



educational system. The school district’s educational achievement data and the state

and national test scores are low and have been classified as *“failing” (Figure 12).

Purpose and Significance

Rural educational attainment lags behind urban educational attainment, especially
in college completion. According to some researchers, these lags can be attributed to
roles rural families and communities play in the educational progress of youth (Beaulieu,
Isreal and Wimberly, 2003). These researchers suggest that disparities in educational
success may be less a matter of metropolitan or non-metropolitan setting or geographic
location and more a factor of variations in the ability of the family, school and

community.

Wherever students live or go to school, those that come from low-income
communities have lower educational aspirations than do their more economically
advantaged peers (Hass, 1992). It appears that poverty reduces children's opportunity to
learn, both in the family and at school (Huang, 1999). Compared to the educational
research on urban poor students, the information on their rural counterparts is meager;
however, some researchers have found that rural poor students have lower educational
aspirations and outcomes than both their more economically advantaged peers and their
urban counterparts (Marion, Mirochnik, McCaul & Mclintyre, 1991: Center for Research

and Evaluation, 1991).



These results are likely to remain static, as students who stay in rural places have
the lowest educational aspirations of America's youth, and they eamn less than those who

leave (Cobb, Mclntire, & Pratt, 1990).

Relatively little is known about the social reproduction or mobility of high
poverty rural families, or the social processes that underpin them. More is known about
the concept of “place” and the importance of “place” to the rural student’s educational
aspirations. Haas and Nachtigal (1997) stress the importance of place and the connection
that the students must make on how they fit into the rural community. Likewise, Paul
Theobald’s (1997) work focuses on the importance of place- conscious education in the
development of rural values. Historian Victor Magagna (1991) contends that there were
"intimate connections between territory and community" that historically defined rural
lives and livelihoods. Like Magagna, Theobald describes this intra-dependence as a key
construct in rural living. Taken together, these scholars contend that the influence of
“place” outweighs social influences. In short, they suggest that strong ties to “place’

underpin and guide social influences, including those of class and mobility.

But what happens when the concepts of “‘place” are disrupted or changed through
economic or political influences? This study is not the first to recognize that educational
attitudes and behaviors often have a social and economic basis and these changes have
received theoretical attention as well. Some recent studies have explored and
documented the social dynamics of citizens residing in rural enclaves when complex
educational policy changes are imposed (Woodrum & Howley, 2004). One such study
explored the impact of school consolidation on educational attitudes and behaviors

associated with school and “place” in rural Appalachia. Other prior work has considered
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the social elements of such changes as it relates to kin and in rural communities. They
have been viewed as parts of an integrated system of changes acting together in a nested
social network. Studies exploring rural poverty and policy in particular document strong
social networks and an increased reliance on kin, naturally reducing a reliance on civic

institutions, including schools.

In summary, the poor tend to be educationally disadvantaged, the rural poor more
educationally disadvantaged. Rural schools face unique, complex, often difficult
problems. Strong ties to community complicate educational reforms designed to lift them
out of poverty by using educational gains as a vehicle toward a global job market.
Furthermore, these problems are often influenced by socially reproduced notions of
“place” that community members and students carry with them.

Several decades of quantitative sociological research have demonstrated that the
social structure into which one is born has a massive influence on where one will end up
(McLoed, 1995). But little of this research has a rural focus. And although class and
geographic mobility in terms of relocation does occur, the structure of these social
processes is an under-researched field. With that in mind, the goal of this research is to
expand knowledge in the area of rural education of poor students and their communities.

It seems that urban-based models and systems have guided research on rural
education (Kannepal & DeYoung, 1999). Moreover, there is a paucity of research and
theory development in rural education and in the narrower category of educational
aspirations and values, social reproductive properties impacting social mobility and social
reproduction in the education of rural poor students. Most of the literature focuses on

more industrialized populations: urban or suburban communities. The two categories of



schools share many problems but a substantial cultural divide works against the
possibility of using urban and suburban research as a framework from which to compare
and to understand rural educational communities (Theobald, 2005)

According to Theobald (2005) there are vast differences between these three
groups as communities and as socially responsive entities. Some scholars have provided
evidence that the educational aspirations of rural citizens are weaker than their urban and
suburban counterparts (Breen, 1989; Cobb, Mclntire and Pratt, 1989; Howley, 2005;
McGranahan, 1994). The influence of the rural family and community on educational
aspirations and experiences has received some scholarly attention, as well (Howley,
2006; Jensen, McLaughlin & Slack, 2003; Licter, Roscigno & Condron, 2003; Glasgow,
2003; Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberly, 2003). Geographic isolation and constrained
economic conditions impacting rural poverty levels (Tigges & Fuguitt, 2003) are some of
the obvious structural attributes that contribute to the social processes underpinning
educational experiences, values and behaviors in rural communities (Jensen, McLaughlin
& Slack, 2003; Licter, Roscigno & Condron, 2003; Glasgow, 2003; Beaulieu, Isreal &
Wimberly, 2003). Other less obvious structural red flags that notate the differences
between urban and rural also include institutions that maintain and reproduce community
(Bonanno & Constance, 2003) including community schools (Willis, 1977; McLoed,
1987). These contributing institutions have received scholarly attention as well (Fitchen,
1991; Purcell-Gates, 1997; Maeroff, 1998; Scott, 1998; Theobald, 2005).

This research helps frame the conceptual issues of community isolation, poverty
and family influence--factors that impact educational aspirations in rural places. Rural

sociological research suggests that the community’s local social relationships create



critical connections that bridge action and connect homogeneous groups within the
community to each other and to the outside world (Flora & Flora, 2003). Recent research
suggests that such features are key factors that impact educational achievement (Isreal,
Beaulieu and Hartland, 2003). Other scholars indicate that rural educational attainment
and aspirations are dependent on a set of complex interactions between school, home and
the community (Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberly, 2003).

Taken together, these works suggest that there are several aspects of rural
communities (family life, community life, socio-structural features) that are qualitatively
different than their urban and suburban counterparts. Moreover, this body of research
suggests that rural communities may play a critical role in the construction of educational
attitudes, values and behaviors associated with education and educational mobility.

The significance of this study is that it expands the limited body of work in three
important ways. First, it views rural educational communities as socially responsive
entities--contributors to educational aspirations, values and behaviors. Second, this study
expands the limited body of research in qualitative detail. Third, it looks at recent
educational reform efforts on high poverty communities and describes the effects therein.
As a community study, it offers an in-depth investigation of a single site and identifies

factors that both feed and sustain the community social system.

Conceptual Framework

Sociological community theories that helped clarify the differences between
social groups, which were utilized to formulate an understanding of the nature of rural

educational aspirations, values and experiences in rural communities. Specifically, the



work of Ferdinand Tonnies (1955) is used to explain the existing community differences
between these attitudes, values and experiences in large and small scale communities.
Moreover, this theory is used to explain the naturally rooted social relationships that
define rural communities, furthering the reproductive nature of educational attitudes,

behaviors and values and the internal logic that sustains them.

Sociological literature illuminates the differences between rural communities and
industrial community’s, providing a foundation for understanding their individual
differences. The work of Tonnies is based on the assumption that patterns of social
relationships in small and large-scale societies contributed to the development of cultural
assumptions. Moreover, Tonnies’ work provides a construct by which to examine the
social process underpinning educational attitudes and behaviors and the influence of

place and of community and the internal logic that supports these assumptions.

At the turn of the century, Tonnies used the terms gemeinschaft and gesellschaft
as a way to describe the set of varying social relationships and distinct cultural values
created by the phenomenon of workers in industrial societies that were leaving thier
agrarian roots, relocating in industrial societies for employment (Howley and Woodrum,
2004). Tonnies described gemeinschaft communities as places where people are bound
to one another through feelings of togetherness and with roles that are multi-plex and
interwoven. According to Tonnies, gemeinschaft lives are intricately interconnected,
based on family or neighborhood groupings, and are culturally homogeneous (Woodrum,
2004). By contrast, in gesellschaft communities, people live independently and are held
together by an instrumental goal. In gesellschaft communities, one group that an

individual belongs to may be separate from another, and the values held by one group are



often different and even in conflict with values held by the other yet they are held
together by a common objective. Examples of gessellschaft social groupings include an
investment brokerage company or a modern industrial sociality. In such a social
grouping, cultural diversity is part of the machinery of gesellschaft communities held

together by a common goal.

Understanding these concepts is at the heart of the debate regarding the roles
schools play in these different communities. In gemeinschaft communities, the role of
schools is to serve the needs of the local community and should reflect the values and
needs of the local community (Maynard & Howley, 1997). In gemeinschaft
communities, beliefs, schemes and mores are often shared and understood by those
residing within the community. Community members share the bonds of friendship or a
sense of togetherness. Each local place has separate and distinctive identities and
behaviors independent of their neighbors (Howley and Woodrum, 2004). And in these
local communities, residents have a sense of identity in the social network that
accompanies community membership. Some researchers describe this sense of belonging
as a narrational history representative of gemeinschaft communities (Wittel, 2001).
Accordingly, detailed knowledge about individual and group roles and behaviors in the
social network is commonplace. In other words, in rural communities, not only does

everybody know everybody, they also know what the other is doing.

In gemeinschaft communities, the first role of the school is to educate students on
the day-to-day operations of the school. The norms, mores and schemes of the
community are part of the work of the educational social structure, centrally focusing on

function and outcome (Howley and Woodrum, 2004). Second, rural schools play
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important roles in establishing a visible institution of citizen identity and in defining the
community. They are centers for sports, theater, music and important civic activities,
where local talent becomes legendary. As symbols of community autonomy,
membership, viability, integration and tradition, schools in rural communities contribute

to a sense of survival in the adult culture.

Conversely, suburban or urban educators may advocate a gesellschaft role in the
education of the individual child very differently than gemeinschaft educators.
According to this way of thinking, individual membership is founded on public
responsibility, not community groups. These are “complex social spaces” (Howley and
Woodrum, 2004, pp.1) with elaborate divisions of labor tied to a political structure or
divisions of labor. These are often relatively large organizational structures or social
service institutions serving independent or “self interests.” Gesellschaft communities
lend themselves naturally to a greater reliance on outside social and governance
structures. Rather than community control being maintained by mores and norms, rules
are enforced by civil institutions, with a greater reliance on formal structures for
governance. The role of the school is to educate students within these complex social
relations for a global economy and the universal job market with transferable skills for
future jobs, often in distant places (Hass and Natchigal, 1998). In gesellschaft
communities, education is used as a “vehicle” to transcend culture, geography and kin. A
universal education means one of specification and transferability. As a result, the growth
of gesellschaft communities has created an extremely mobile population, both

geographically and socially.
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Tonnies (1955) presented a concise differentiation between the terms
"community" (gemeinschaft) and society (gesellschaft), arguing that "community" is
perceived to be a tighter and more cohesive social entity within the context of the larger
society, due to the presence of a "unity of will." Supporting this work, scholars McMillan
and Chavis (1986) listed four elements that define a "sense of community": 1)
membership, 2) influence, 3) integration and fulfillment of needs, and 4) shared
emotional connection. These combined factors, according to Tonnies, constitute qualities
found within gemeinschaft communities. The influence of family and kinship, the
heartbeat of community, are the most influential, but other shared characteristics, such as

place or belief, could also result in gemeinschaft.

Tonnies’ (1955) work informs this study in several important ways. First, he
illuminates the distinctions between two social groups through the development of the
industrial age. To that end, Tonnies provides a basis for the deconstruction of the
relationship between social groupings (specifically, rural) and the increasing power of the
state. This understanding is central to this study because it sheds light on the social
processes that underpin rural receptivity of educational policy developed by distant state
heads. Second, Tonnies contends that there are two basic forms of will: (1) that to
approve of others and, (2) to serve the goals of the social group. The differences between
community priority and individual focus parallel those of gemienschaft and gesellschaft
community focus. Tonnies’ theory helps make sense of the data collected in this study,
which suggests a rural resistance to educational pressures to achieve according to
traditional urban-based models (DeYoung & Kannapel, 1999). That in gemienschaft

communities, what matters locally is vastly different than what matters in the minds of
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distant state heads facilitating the currency of educational exchange. It helps to explain
why, in many rural communities, schools have become vehicles for educating people to
leave, fulfilling the forecast that these depleted towns are doomed to continued poverty
and decline (Haas & Natchigal, 1992). Tonnies’ work provides a framework from which
to deconstruct these intertwined, yet opposing goals.

Research Questions

The purpose of this study is to investigate the educational attitudes, aspirations,
values and behaviors of poor rural students and parents and to investigate how this rural
environment and community impact these attitudes and values. It attempts to illuminate
the social processes of rural poverty and how it circumscribes the futures of rural youth.
Moreover, it looks at the societal level where class structure is reproduced and
investigates the ways in which schools and educational structures such as policy
contribute to social immobility. The research will be guided by a series of questions, and

our first exploratory question is:

1. How do the rural poor experience education, and how does their experience
become reflected in their aspirations and beliefs about education? As will be
explained in the samples, the areas chosen are not only rural, they are rural
communities. They very small towns in relatively unpopulated areas; most of the
residents have lived there for more than two generations; there is a strong sense of
identity in the community and there may be an equally strong sense of values. And
because some of those values are about education, this study seeks to understand
those values and how they might influence the school and educational aspirations and

social mobility. Therefore, the second exploratory question is:

12



2. What are the community values regarding education and in what ways do
community social networks enable or disable social movement? The second
exploratory question has to do with perspective and social reproduction. Does the
community encourage particular attitudes and values among their children? How do
community values impact student attitudes about education? How do children
experience those? Do they see education as something imposed from without, or do
they have educational practices that transcend school? And do these rural citizens see
education as possibly taking their children away from them to urban areas and white-
collar jobs? Therefore the third exploratory question is:

3. What do the members of the community, parents, teachers, interested citizens
do, in a behavioral sense, relative to education and how are these behaviors
enacted and reproduced? Moreover, what is the social process or ‘internal
logic” that has evolved to support and sustain these behaviors? What do citizens
do to facilitate engagement or disengagement from the school community? Do they
try to mobilize the community resources in the interest of learning? What educational
practices do they engage in? How does a "sense of place" transfer into behavior
observable in the community and school? In what ways are youth’s aspirations
defined by the physical and social boundaries, therein? What contributions do social

networks make to reproduce class and level aspirations?

Review of Literature

This community study focused on the educational experiences, behaviors and

values of one poor educational community, and the embedded social processes that

13



sustain them. The literature highlights two bodies of work in rural research focusing on
(1) the family and, (2) educational aspirations in rural communities. The first section
focuses on the literature which describes the ways rural poor families manage their lives
and meet the needs of the family. The literature is presented along three themes: (1) the
characteristics of rural families, (2) the means by which rural households support each
other that frame their economic actions and, (3) the literature that focuses on the role of
“place” in rural lives.  The second section examines the literature on rural educational
aspirations, values and behaviors. In this section, the literature is presented in (1) the role
of place in educational aspirations, (2) the roles that communities play in educational

aspirations, and (3) the dual roles of family and poverty in rural educational aspirations.

Literature Describing the Rural Family

Families play critical social and economic roles for rural people. Family ties
and ancestral roots are often enough to root them to place and give them a reason to
continue living in geographic isolation and a depressed economy (Fitchen, 1991). Living
in poverty is often a tricky business that requires cooperation among community and kin.
This section describes key features describing rural families in high poverty regions and

the social processes that sustain them.

Characteristics of Rural Families

The primary characteristic of the rural family structure is it in its conformity to
the “traditional family structure.” In the past, “rural families were often distinctly larger,
more stable and younger than urban families” (MacTavish & Salamon, 2003, p. 73).

More recent literature however, provides evidence that rural family marital patterns are
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changing (McLaughlin, Gardner & Licter, 1999). Recent research suggests that rural
people experience residential mobility often within the family. Families may live as an
individual household, but drift to a relatives homesteads and reside communally with

other family members, often grandparents (Licter, Roscigno & Condrom. 2003).

Some research indicates that there has been a decline in two-parent families,
affecting the economic and social conditions in rural areas (Licter & Eggebeen, 1992).
Still others argue that as a group, the number of rural poor appears to be increasing with
characteristics that distinguish them from urban poor (Huang, 1991). As a group, they
are white, two parent households living without public assistance just below the poverty
line. They live in high poverty counties that are geographically concentrated, far from
urban hubs. The most impoverished live in the most remote rural areas, and those
experiencing persistent generational poverty are disproportionately found in rural areas
(RURPI, 2004). And because those living in rural areas often live in isolation, they have

fewer options to improve their lot (Save the Children, 2003).

Studies show that poverty is a part of rural living (Licter, Roscigno & Condrom,
2003). Rural poverty rates for children are higher than for their metropolitan peers
(Rogers 2001; Swanson & Dacquel 1996). Rural poverty is less likely to be influenced
by neighborhood effects or racial segregation and more likely to be associated with rural
isolation in culturally distinct regions, such as rural Appalachia. The rural poor are more
likely to have children from married families rather than single parents. And rural
poverty has distinctive qualities that impact rural families (Licter & Eggebeen, 1992;
Jensen & Eggebeen 1994). Rural poverty is likely to involve families who are *“under-

employed” (Findeis, Jensen & Wang, 2000) and therefore need to seek out ways to
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supplement meager incomes. These families are often employed in more than one job.
Despite their efforts, rural families are more likely to experience acute and persistent

poverty for longer durations (Licter, Roscigno & Condrom, 2003).

Economic Support

Many rural families today are described as the “working poor.” While some are
gainfully employed, they hover just below the poverty line. Those living in socially
isolated rural communities may experience local economic conditions that facilitate a
greater reliance on each other for each other necessary for survival. People living in
places with high poverty rates with challenging labor markets are likely to seek greater
social support from each other (Hofferth & Iceland, 1998). According to Cotter (2002)
economic and population characteristics of rural places contribute to their poverty levels,

reporting that rural poverty rates are as high as 63 percent in some areas.

Working class and poor families are reported to have close ties and a greater
reliance on family (Lareau, 2002) and those that live in locations where they grew up are
expected to have the closest ties to kin. Conversely, those that move may have weaker
social ties (Hagan, et.al 1996). When individuals move, it takes time to build up social
networks and capital in new places. Further, the research shows that the longer families
live in a geographic location the more attached they are to their communities (Goudy,
1991). Rural poor with strong family ties, despite living in a community with a weak
economic environment are less likely to leave the community (Hofferth & Iceland, 1998).
Those living in generational rural poverty are likely to express ambivalence about

education and school cultures, and are less likely to view education as a vehicle to move
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them out of grip of poverty (Duncan & Hill, 1987). Studies by Concoran (1987) submit
that this reflects generational social patterns identified as reflective of educational levels,

work and power.

As a group, they are responsible for caring for greater numbers of dependents
(MacTavish & Salamon, 2003). Recent research suggests that as rural families expand to
accommodate greater numbers of dependents, they have a greater reliance on each other
to fulfill multiple roles because rural areas offer fewer structural and support services
(MacTavish & Salomon, 2003). Moreover, when these structural support services exist
locally, they are less likely to use them (Fitchen, 1991). Rural places may lack
affordable child care and after-school programming, adult care facilities or medical
services. Reciprocal obligations, often characteristic of rural living, provide the necessary

help that would otherwise be provided by institutions.

Mactavish and Salamon (2003) write that rural families are left to assume these
roles and “make due” with their current set of resources (Nelson & Smith, 1999). Yet, the
research suggests that rural families find it difficult to care for family in traditional ways.
According to these scholars, feeding their families and maintaining a home has become
more difficult for rural poor families. They report that limited rural incomes have
stereotypically been known to supplement low incomes with traditions tied to the land.
Gardening, canning, hunting and fishing, gathering wood and berries, are examples of
these stereotypes (Jensen, et al. 1945). Rural people are known to barter and trade for
goods and services. Traditional self-sufficiency and self-preservation practices are
characteristics that distinguish rural families from their urban and suburban counterparts

(MacTavish & Salomon, 2003).

17



Rising household costs and the suburbanizing of small towns has had an affect on
the challenges of daily living for rural people (Fitchen, 1981; 1991). With an increasing
set of housing restrictions, codes and inspection fees, suitable housing is a challenge for
lower income rural families. Household structures have changed and the rural landscape,
now dotted with manufactured or mobile homes. According to MacTavish and Salamon
(2003) manufactured or mobile housing represents one in eight existing homes in rural
America, and one in five new homes, with three-quarters located in rural areas. And
because of the rise of rural familial dependence, it is likely that these homes are put up on
family plots. They are likely to reside in more isolated, rural places, populated with
concentrations of younger, poorer people with lower levels of educational attainment
(MacTavish 2001). Moreover, residing in such affordable housing structures is one that
is often preferred because family ties and reciprocal relationships offer a reason for rural
people to stay in poor rural areas (Fitchen 1991; Fitchen 1992; MacTavish & Salamon,

2001).

Other economic conditions challenge rural families. According to researchers,
rural households are likely to have one working adult member and they are likely to work
in more than one low-skilled, low-wage job (Fitchen, 1991). Low-skilled and low-
paying jobs concentrate in rural spaces while suburban and urban areas tend to draw
skilled and technical positions (Jensen & McLaughlin 1995). This is because many
skilled and professional jobs are often found in more metropolitan areas (McGranahan,
1988). Production centered jobs are more likely to be located in urban areas and this

condition has increased over time (McGranahan & Ghelfi, 1998).
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Rural towns are likely to realize lower educational attainment, lower income
and job-skills, fewer opportunities for employment and lower levels of civic engagement
(MacTavish and Soloman, 2003). According to recent rural education research, local
demand for a skilled work force impacts rural students’ educational aspirations and
achievement (Cobb, Mclntire and Pratt 1989; Smith, et. al. 1995). Systems explanations
of rural poverty highlight the importance of local opportunity and regional economic
demand (MacTavish & Salamon, 2003). The world of work fails rural people through
low-wage, low-skilled jobs that offer few social connections to the broader social

structure or a diminished social status (Fitchen, 1991).

Economic dependence on extractive industries is characteristic of impoverished
rural areas. The issues of immigration, poverty and poor working conditions among rural
working families put tremendous pressure on public service institutions, including
schools (Taylor, Martin and Fix, 1998). In communities with extractive industries,
depression has persisted for decades. School systems in those communities are fiscally
weak often receiving the lowest per pupil funding. They typically face grave problems of

deep poverty, affecting academic performance.

Literature on Rural Identity and Isolation

According to research, spatial qualities create physical and conceptual distances
between rural people and “the outside world,” (Fitchen, 1992). Space and place are
especially significant to rural people to the extent that it becomes a part of their rural
identity and impacts their participation with the outside world (Howley, 2005). Rural

identity is important is important in the way in which people collectively identify
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themselves in relation to each other and the broader culture (Howley, 2005). For some,
one aspect of rural identity lies in the convention that rural community may be viewed as
a “chosen” place (Fitchen, 1992). The trend to move away from rural places to the city
for jobs suggests an exodus from a waning place or declining social condition. Those that
stay are likely to identify strongly with their community as an inextricable part of their
identity (Fitchen, 1991; Orr, 1992). To that end, rural residents tend to live longer in
their communities (Friedland, 1982). This preference is reinforced by familial ties,
“shirt-tail”” cousins and personal connections to community (Fitchen 1991; Fitchen 1992;
Logan and Spitz 1994). They are more likely to maintain strong connections to the land
and to traditional ways of living (Congor and Elder 1994; Haas and Natchigal, 1997).
Family ties and ancestral roots are part of the reason why people stay in rural places

despite poor economic conditions (Fitchen, 1991).

There is a body of literature that suggests that *“‘place’” not only impacts how rural
people analyze economic and political decisions, it impacts how they are involved (Berry,
1977; Haas & Natchigal, 1998; Orr, 1992; Tyack, 1974). Some researchers contend that
place is of such significance to rural people that it becomes a part of their communal
identity (Fitchen, 1991; Howley, 2005). Others suggest that place and geography
grounds rural people to their relationships with others (Falk, 2004). Haas and Nachtigal
(1997) argue the importance of place and context, a way that students determine how
they fit into the community. Likewise, Paul Theobald’s (1997) work focuses on the
importance of place consciousness in the development of rural values. Orr (1992)
contends we are inextricably interconnected and urged researchers to develop a more

active understanding of place and space.
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Education

Despite that fact that 45 percent of All-American schools are rural (NCES, 2003),
just as urban and rural educational attainment levels differ, there is considerable variation
within rural schools. The Rural School and Community Trust compiled data on all 50
states which confirmed that schools vary widely culturally, economically and ethnically
(2003). Low educational attainment levels pose a challenge for many rural areas seeking
economic development. High school completion rates correspond closely to the degrees
of urbanization and industrialization while low education is highly correlated to chronic
deep-seated poverty (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2003). Seniors attending schools
in metropolitan areas are 1.5 times more likely to have parents with at least a bachelor’s
degree than in non-metropolitan areas (Pollard & O’Hare 1992, in Haas 1992). And with
the economic demand for technical and advanced training drawing youth to urban areas
for advanced degrees and jobs, there is even less opportunity and stimulus for education
in rural than in urban areas (McGranahan, 1988). Inferior achievement levels are said to
be linked to a number of factors. The following sections discuss the most relevant
influences presented in research today. This section describes a body of literature
affecting rural educational aspirations focusing on (1) place, (2) community, and (3) the

combined influences of family and poverty.

Place and Educational Aspirations

Researchers suggest that place provides an important contextual foundation for

assessing the educational environment (Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberly, 2003). Recent
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literature examining the differences between rural and urban places is founded on the
critical argument that place impacts educational attitudes, values and assumptions (Ching
& Creed, 1997). There has been a recent resurgence in scholarly attention around “place”
and the community as a concept. Drawing from anthropology, sociology and critical
geography (Massey 1987; Soja, 1989), scholars argue that concepts such as "space and
place" (Feld and Basso 1996; Tuan 1977) and the local ecological contexts related to
place (Gallagher 1993; Leacock 1971; Orr 2002) are critical to understanding the
processes of socialization (Mitchel, 2000), persistent poverty (Duncan 1982, 1987
Jensen, McLaughlin and Slack 2003) , educational and intellectual developmentl
trajectories (Lichter, Roscigno and Condron, 2003), educational aspirations (Howley
2005; Labovitz 1974) and employment (Berkman & Syme, 1979; Claude, et.al 2000;
Flora & Flora, 2003; Flora and Luther, 2000; Furstenberg, 1993; Geertz 1983; Jensen
1999, 2003; Massey 1987 Tigges, et. al. 1998; Wilkenson; 1991; Wilson, 1987, 1995,
1996).

According to the literature, place matters with regard to educational attainment
(Beaulieu, Isreal and Wimberley, 2003). Historically, rural areas have fallen behind
urban in the areas of educational attainment of their adult residents (Killian & Beaulieu,
1995). Place related contributors to this problem include inadequate school facilities,
problems in transportation due to geographic size of district, limited course selection
(Beeson, 2000), and a sizable number of students coming from low-income and low-
education families (Oakey & Cusick, 1994). A limited number of community members
holding college degrees and a lack of local work requiring educational training impacts

educational attainment levels are other place related contributors to low educational
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achievement (Ballou and Podgursky 1998; Jensen and McLaughlin 1995; National
Education Association 2001). “The challenges of advancing educationally in rural
America are greater for children living in communities where adults are poorly educated”
(Beaulieu, Isreal and Wimberley, 2003, pp.274). Those children are more likely to have
reduced educational attainment rates (Carter, 1999; Hansen & Mclntire, 1989; Paasch &
Swaim, 1998).

Moreover, rural schools have problems that distinguish them from urban and
suburban schools. Elementary and secondary schools in high-poverty urban and rural
areas offer fewer academic classes and are less likely to attract teachers who are highly
qualified (Licther, Roscigno and Condron, 2003). Disproportionate school funding makes
it more likely that the students are more likely to be taught in older and more run down
schools. Students in those schools, on average, score below those in suburban schools in
both mathematics and reading on standardized tests. Moreover, they are less likely to
earn high-school diplomas (Lichter, Roscigno and Condron, 2003).

Place impacts the ways in which educational policy challenges are received
(Beaulieu, Isreal and Wimberley, 2003). Rural schools are often face greater constraints
in funding (Hobbs, 1995). Pressures to cut consolidate and outsource impact how
families interact with the school (Howley, 2005). Community members from rural areas
may feel a loss of control over their child’s education (DeYoung, 1995), resulting in
declining civic involvement. Research suggests that structural aspects of community and
school impact educational aspirations and outcomes (Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberley,
2004). For example, while some researchers assert that larger schools are more effective

because they are able to offer a more varied set of course offerings (McDill & Rigsby,
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1973), others contend that smaller schools offer positive features, such as lower class
sizes that impact student-teacher relationships and ultimately, academic performance
(Howley, 1995; Gregory & Smith 1987; Walberg, 1992). However, studies have found
little evidence that the size of school impacts rural academic performance (Greenberg and
Teixeira, 1998; Hobbs, 1995). According to researchers, parental educational attainment
and family involvement are important factors in educational aspirations and outcomes

(Beaulieu, Glenn and Wimberly, 2003).

Community and Rural Educational Aspirations

Rural research reveals that educational aspirations are a cultural phenomena
(Trainer, 1993). People will likely take on the social characteristics of their peer group.
Research done by Victoria Purcell-Gates (1991) on literacy education, social class and
social reproduction with rural Appalachian families suggest that there is a profound
cultural difference in the educational attitudes, values and experiences of rural poor. She
asserts these cultural practices and beliefs are interwoven into all aspects of daily
activities, attitudes and beliefs and help to define and distinguish them among cultural

groups.

Rural college participation rates lag for rural people; they attend college at rates lower
than the national average (Killian & Beaulieu, 1995; Pollard & O’Hare, 1990). Student
educational attainment aspiration rates tend to be lower when surrounded by fewer educated
adults (Carter, 1999). Limited educational attainment by parents and limited achievement
increases the likelihood that children living in rural communities are more likely to have low
achievement and aspirations (Stockard and Mayberry, 1992). A self-fulfilling prophecy, rural
community attainment rates has important bearing student outcomes (Beaulieu & Isreal, 1997).
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Poverty, Family and Rural Educational Attainment

The influences of poverty and family impact many areas of rural family life
including educational outcomes. Rural poor children’s educational trajectories are
shaped by parental educational achievement and familial aspirations (Stockard and
Mayberry, 1992). These effects are stronger than the direct influence of one’s scholastic
ability or previous academic achievement history. Moreover, they are much stronger
than any direct influence from one’s peer group (Spenner & Featherman, 1978). Asa
group, these students have lower educational aspirations than do their more economically
advantaged peers (Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; U.S. Department of Education 1997).
Data from the National Education Longitudinal Survey show large rural/urban
achievement gaps for a nationally representative sample of U.S. eighth graders (NELS

2001).

Rural poor families often display ambivalence towards school and school cultures
(Duncan & Hill, 1987). Concoran (1987) suggests that this is due to generational social
patterns reflecting educational levels, work and poverty. Okey and Cusick (1993) found a
similar result in their study of rural dropouts. Dropping out, according to those
researchers, was less an individual act by one student than a pattern of behavior engaged
in by three or four generations in the same family. Children who live in communities
with poorly educated adults or adults with limited educational aspirations are likely to
experience similar educational and professional circumstances (Stockard & Mayberry,
1992). Parental influences are crucial intervening links that explain the effects of social

class on status attainment, effects that are mediated through parental aspirations for their
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children (Coleman, 1988). Social class is a stronger determinant of parental aspirations
than academic performance. Moreover, social class effects through parental educational

aspirations and encouragement has been noted by researchers (Otto and Haller, 1979.)

Social capital is one tool utilized by rural sociologists to describe “the norms,
social networks and relationships between adults and children that are of value. When
parents create a home environment strong in social capital, it is one that translates into
academic success for their student” (Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberly, 2003, pp. 278).
Parental education and family income are two important social capital factors influencing
educational achievement, aspirations and outcomes (Choy, 2001). According to
researchers, “students with college educated parents realize a better than 80 percent
likelihood of entering college after graduation from high school” (Beaulieu, Isreal &
Wimberly, 2003, pp. 278). Children from families with low parental educational
attainment have a higher risk of failing academically or dropping out, due to social
capital features associated with limited opportunities (Huang, 1999; Oakey, 1994).

According to rural researchers, some rural communities face barriers that limit the
attainment of family social capital. Rural families tend to be bigger than their urban and
suburban counterparts (Dagata, 2000; MacTavish & Soloman, 2003. Their income levels
tend to be lower (Ghelfi, 2000). Parental educational aspirations and attainment are also
lower (Hansen & Mclintire, 1989). Rural poor families tend to stay together in married
households (Fields & Casper, 2001), consequently increasing the influence of the family

on educational aspirations, values and behaviors (Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberly, 2003).

Researchers suggest that parental human and financial capital--as a measure of

parental educational attainment levels and family income—centrally affects educational
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performance, values and aspirations (Quan & Blaire, 1999; Sewell and Hauser, 1975;
Sewell and Shaw, 1968). Social, human and financial capital can create the physical
resources to assist in educational performance, achievement, aspirations and outcomes
(Bourdieu, 1977; Coleman, 1988). Parents with higher educational attainment and
aspirations tend to pass this along to their children. According to researchers, these
children benefit provided that human capital, social capital and financial capital are
grounded in a strong familial relationship (Quan & Blaire, 1999; Coleman, 1988). In
short, according to these researchers it is the strength of the relationship between the
parent and the child that is the basic measure of social capital impacting educational

aspirations.

Social capital features held at the community level impact educational aspirations
as well. Institutional support from schools, neighborhoods and communities provide
cognitive environments that influence educational attitudes, aspirations, values and
behaviors (Quan & Blair, 1999). Rural places are more likely to suffer disproportionately
from inadequate funding formula’s, structural inadequacies of the school and less
experienced and/or qualified teachers (Lichter, Roscigno and Condron, 2003). Efforts to
offset state funding imbalances are often thwarted by rural poor communities because
they depend on local property taxes and are therefore at a disadvantage at reaching the

children of rural poor families (DeYoung, 1990).

The social constitution of the school exerts a normative influence on educational
aspirations (Coleman, 1961; Labovitz, 1974). Some studies focusing on interpersonal
relationships and educational aspirations found that influences along three lines--parents,

teachers and peers (Spencer, 1976)--affected educational aspirations to varying degrees.
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This supports early assumptions that educational structural influences on educational
aspirations and values are mediated by interpersonal influence variables (Fitchen, 1981,

1991).

In sum, the combined influences of low income and family stability play a role in
rural cognitive trajectories, aspirations and academic outcomes (Lichter, Cornwell and
Eggebeen 1993; Isreal, Beaulieu and Hartless 2001). Rural people living in areas with
depressed labor markets surrounded by adults with low educational achievement and
aspirations are less likely to suspend immediate needs by investing in education (Fitchen,
1983). A higher education is less likely to be rewarded in America’s rural places
(Lichter, Roscigno and Condron, 2003). Thus, the literature suggests that the combined
influences reinforce low educational aspirations and achievement and contribute to rural

poverty and marginality.

Summary of the Literature

In sum, there is evidence that rural educational attainment levels lag behind their
urban counterparts. Moreover, educational behaviors and values of rural poor reflect
generational patterns of educational ambivalence. The first body of research focused on
the role that families play in rural communities. Research that highlights the composition
and characteristics of high poverty rural communities was presented. This section
described the literature describing the ways rural families make ends meet. The literature
focused on economic support strategies and reciprocal relationships as strategies for

survival.
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Next, historically, rural areas have fallen behind urban in the areas of educational
attainment of their adult residents. Factors linked to *“space and place” that contribute to
this problem include inadequate school facilities, transportation, limited course selection,
and a sizable number of students coming from low-income and low-education families.
Those coming from communities where educational aspirations are low and parents have
low educational attainment are more likely to have reduced educational attainment rates
and reduced educational aspirations. Geographic isolation and resistance to government

interventions further rural reliance on kin and community for survival.

The second body of literature focused on educational features high poverty rural
communities. The literature suggests that the community’s role in the social processes
that sustain and reproduce educational aspirations, values and behaviors in high poverty
rural communities are likely to be rooted in long standing relationships necessary for
survival. Residents living in socially isolated rural communities may experience local
economic conditions that facilitate a greater reliance on each other for social capital
necessary for survival. People living in places with high poverty rates with challenging
labor markets are likely to seek social support. Because rural areas are extremely
homogeneous, they are likely to receive support from kin, furthering reliance on the
existing social structure. A lack of experience with outside agencies and institutions and
a natural resistance and distrust of them as government institutions serves to reinforce the

powers of the community and family social structure.

The research on the social process that underscores and reproduces these values
centers on kin, community and social capital. Parental education and family income are

two important social capital factors influencing educational achievement and aspirations.
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According to researchers, children from families with low parental educational
attainment have a higher risk of failing school, due to social capital features associated
with limited opportunities. Rural communities face barriers that limit the development of
family social capital. Rural families tend to be larger and income levels lower.

Moreover, parental educational aspirations and educational attainment tend to be lower.

Educational aspirations are likely to be guided by local economic demand.

Looking Ahead

Over the past several decades the relationship between social class, urban poverty
and education has received increased attention by scholars, policy mékers and politicians.
Particularly notable are the works of Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman, Annette Lareau,
Pauline Lipman, James C. Scott, Jay McLoed and Paul Willis in sparking a growing
interest in this field. Unfortunately, there has been much less attention on social class,
rural poverty and education. While rural America has realized a steady rise in rural adult
educational attainment in the 1990s and an increasing importance of education to rural
workers and places, a recent report by the National Center for Educational Statistics
(Gibbs, 2004) also finds that racial educational differences remain large and that adult
education levels remain far below the national average in many rural counties. Counties
with more educated populations appear to have performed better economically in the

1990s and have lower over-all poverty rates.

Some scholars have provided evidence that the educational aspirations of rural

citizens are weaker, or more to the point “different” than their urban and suburban
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counterparts (Breen, 1989; Cobb, McIntire and Pratt, 1989; Howley, 2005; McGranahan,
1994). Other rural researchers have provided research that helps frame the conceptual
issues of rural isolation and poverty that impact educational aspirations and experiences
(Jensen, McLaughlin & Slack, 2003; Licter, Roscigno & Condron, 2003; Glasgow, 2003;
Beaulieu, Isreal & Wimberly, 2003), including social capital features (Flora & Flora,
2003), economic forces (McGranahan, 2003; Falk & Lobao, 2003), geographic
considerations (Tigges & Fuguitt, 2003), the social institutions that sustain and reproduce
community ( Bonanno & Constance, 2003; Warner, 2003), age, race and gender
(MacTavish & Solamon, 2003; Glasgow, 2003; Tickamyer & Henderson, 2003; Licter,
Roscigno & Condron, 2003). Taken together, these works provide a fairly comprehensive
illustration of social class, rural poverty and education. There are, however, some gaps

that beg for further research (Green, 1993).

One issue identified by several of these researchers is the exploration of the
naturally embedded social relationships that facilitate the reproduction of educational
attitudes, behaviors and values. In particular, there is a need to understand the social
processes and internal logic that sustains them. These factors contribute to generational
poverty as a by product of low educational aspirations and achievement (Beaulieu, Isreal
and Wimberly, 2003). A second issue identified by researchers (Green, 1993) and in
concert with this study is in the development of stronger links between social contexts
and personal accounts to understand the conditions in which rural poverty is generated
and the ways that educational aspirations are reproduced. Finally, there is a need to
understand the unintended consequences of educational policies calculated to target these

populations.
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Organization of This Study

This dissertation is organized into four chapters. Chapter 1 was an introduction to
the study. The problem and significance of the study were explained, and the purpose of
the study was set forth. The conceptual framework used in the study was described in
detail. Exploratory questions posed in the study were stated. A literature review serves
to underscore the rationale for this study; specifically, literature denoting the distinct
qualities and characteristics of high poverty rural educational communities and related
social processes that describe them. Other important works include the literature on
social capital and place, as well as empirical research that embodies current thinking
about the educational aspirations, values and behaviors of high poverty rural communities

is detailed.

The methodology for this study is described in Chapter 1. Chapter III reveals the
results of the study. Chapter IV is a thematic analysis of the data. Several themes
emerged from the data in two main categories. The two main categories were in the areas
of family and education. In the category of family the themes focused on family values
along three lines; (1) traditions as educational tools, (2) vital connections through
reciprocity and, (3) rural identity and isolation. In the category of education, the themes
centered on perspectives and behaviors. The themes were (1) community perspectives on
the purposes of schooling, (2) the influence of kin on educational aspirations, (3) schools
as vehicles of social mobility, (4) distrust and, (5) survival in rural Rutgers. Chapter IV
includes findings from the study, a review of literature, contribution and conclusions

drawn from the findings, and implications of the results of this study.
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CHAPTER 11

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

In the literature review I attempted to illuminate the complexity of the rural
educational experience and their accompanying educational values, behaviors and
aspirations through a discussion of the tensions, experiences and paradoxes. I discussed
the characteristics common to rural poor communities, highlighting the influence of
place, kin, poverty, trust and the social processes that underpin them. Research on the
naturally embedded social relationships that facilitate the reproduction of educational
attitudes, behaviors and values in rural communities was presented. This study seeks to
extend that literature empirically with a field study of one community, bring the literature
up to the present time, and bring it into focus at a time when it is being pressured by
educational policies. My purpose in this community study was to explore the educational
attitudes, values and behaviors of rural poor community members and school officials,
and the social process that sustains them. Understanding these experiences has the
potential to help shed light on how these collective elements factor into rural educational

outcomes in one rural area.

In this chapter the methodology employed is explained, the pilot study is outlined,

and the disposition of data collection and sampling strategy is described. The method of
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analyzing the data and the process of generating and revising probationary findings are

explained. A description of field procedures is provided followed by a chapter summary.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study is to investigate the educational attitudes, aspirations,
values and behaviors of poor rural students and parents and to investigate how this rural
environment and community impact these attitudes and values. It attempts to illuminate
the social processes of rural poverty and how it circumscribes the futures of rural youth.
Moreover, it looks at the societal level where class structure is reproduced and
investigates the ways in which schools and policy contribute to social immobility. The

research will be guided by a series of questions, and our first exploratory question is:

2. How do rural poor experience education, and how does their experience become
reflected in their aspirations and beliefs about education? As will be explained in
the samples, the areas chosen are not only rural, they are rural communities. They
very small towns in relatively unpopulated areas; most of the residents have lived
there for more than two generations; there is a strong sense of identity in the
community and there may be an equally strong sense of values. And because some of
those values are about education, this study seeks to understand those values and how
they might influence the school and educational aspirations and social mobility.

Therefore, the second exploratory question is:
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4. What are the community values regarding education and in what ways do
community social networks enable or disable social movement? The second
exploratory question has to do with perspective and social reproduction. Does the
community encourage particular attitudes and values among their children? How do
community values impact students attitudes about education? How do children
experience those? Do they see education as something imposed from without, or do
they have educational practices that transcend school? And do these rural citizens see
education as possibly taking their children away from them to urban areas and white-
collar jobs? Therefore the third exploratory question is:

5. What do the members of the community, parents, teachers, interested citizens
do, in a behavioral sense, relative to education and how are these behaviors
enacted and reproduced? Moreover, what is the social process or ‘internal
logic” that has evolved to support and sustain these behaviors? What do citizens
do in a behavioral sense, to facilitate engagement or disengagement from the school
community? Do they try to mobilize the community resources in the interest of
learning? What educational practices do they engage in? How does a "sense of place"
transfer into behavior observable in the community and school? In what ways are
youth’s aspirations defined by the physical and social boundaries, therein? What

contributions do social networks make to reproduce class and level aspirations?

Method
This study borrows from both anthropology and sociology. It employs the

techniques of ethnographic fieldwork and semi-structured interview in a carefully chosen
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community. Ethnography, a type of qualitative inquiry used in this study, is employed
when the purpose of the research is to study an intact cultural group in a natural setting
during a prolonged period of time by collecting primarily observable data (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005). Ethnography is distinguished from other forms of qualitative research by
its focus on (1) discovering cultural patterns in human behavior, (2) describing the
perspectives of members of that culture, and (3) studying the natural settings in which the
culture is manifested (Gall et al., 1996 in Leedy 1997). In this way, setting or “place”--
which is shown to have a marked influence on human behavior, and particularly in this

study--is studied in light of educational experiences, values and aspirations (Sojo, 2003).

A high-poverty, rural Michigan community was chosen to expand current
research in three important ways. First, it addresses issues of the social processes
underpinning educational aspirations, social reproduction and social mobility and in a
high poverty rural educational community. This is notable because prior work has
focused on urban settings (Kannepal & DeYoung, 1999). Second, it views community
members as integral parts of the educational process and the educational community as a
nested social system resistant to policy pressures from outside. Moreover, it views the
educational community from the community and familial level. In this way, this study
considers educational aspirations, values, behaviors and social reproduction as strongly
linked to both community and kin with perhaps dense networks of interpersonal ties.
This design offers information about educational attitudes, aspirations and behaviors,
allowing inferences to be made about educational aspirations and social mobility
decisions. Notably, this study focuses some attention to both sides of the community

continuum (school and community) and seeks to describe causative factors of educational

36



aspirations and social reproduction. Third, this study expands the amount of qualitative
detail collected, making life histories and community histories an integral part of the
study design. This study attempts to describe the social, cultural and economic
influences that contribute to change, identity and survival in one rural Michigan
educational community. This study is not an anthropological investigation as much as it
is a specialized study of the social processes that underscore educational aspirations and
values in one rural community, using anthropological methods highlighting qualitative

ethnographic designs.

Social Processes of Rural Educational Aspirations and Behaviors

This study is not the first to recognize that educational aspirations and behaviors
have a social, economic and class-related basis (Bourdieu, 1977; Coleman, 1988; Lareau,
2002; Macloed, 1995; Howley, 2005; Willis, 1977). Many studies have explored and
documented the ways in which social processes reproduce class and this has received
considerable theoretical attention as well (Massey, 1987). Prior work has considered the
elements of social mobility and educational equality, mostly focusing on urban settings.
Several decades of urban quantitative sociological research have demonstrated that the
place, social class and poverty have a massive influence on educational outcomes,
aspirations and social mobility (MacLoed 1987; Willis 1977).

“Although mobility does take place between these classes, the overall structure of
class relations and educational attainment over generations remains largely

unchanged. Quantitative social mobility studies have documented a pattern of social
relationships but have difficulty documenting how the pattern of social reproduction
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is developed and sustained. This is an issue of great complexity, and one that has
endured through time in sociological research” (MacLoad, 1987, pp. 4).

This study is not the first to argue that leveled educational aspirations are powerful
mechanisms by which social class reproduced over generations (Willis, 1977; MacLoed,
1995: Lareau, 2002). It cannot be broken down and viewed as a single action, but as an

integrated complex of influences acting together to produce a particular outcome.

In this study, I argue that the development and sustained educational values in one
rural community are part of a dynamic, cumulative process governed by several
principals. A goal of this research is to illuminate and verify these principals. The
principals presented can be viewed judiciously from the existing theoretical and research

literature developed mostly from urban studies and from the results of this present study.

The first principal is that educational aspiration and related behaviors originate as
a structural component of rural communities. In other words, local economic demands
serve as a barometer of educational aspirations. According to Massey, economists
typically view educational out-migration or a means of allocating workers between areas
of low and high wages, which they assume reflect the differences in productivity
(Massey, et.al, 1987). The wage gap does a poor job of explaining trends in educational
attainment levels of rural poor, as vastly different numbers of students from rural areas
seek advanced schooling, although the numbers of those rural poor who seek to advance
themselves through alternative educational options including schooling remain relatively

low.
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The second principal is that tightly nested social networks, often made up of close
association of kin, are a major part of the community social structure that enables or
disables educational aspirations and therefore, social movement. Individuals from the
same community, often kin, are bound together by reciprocal obligations upon which new
generations enter and become rooted. The bracketing of the individual to the
generational social structure reproduces educational aspirations and therefore, social

mobility over generations (Bourdieu, 1973; Duncan, 1987; Macloed, 1995).

The third principal, based on generalization from sociological research literature
and from the pilot study, is that social pressures described as “leveling” are powerful
mechanisms by which class related roles and behaviors are defined and reproduced over
generations. They are seen as socially and structurally constructed systems of social
reproduction, which influence educational aspirations and effect class structure and
therefore, social mobility (MacLoed, 1987). Schools, as social entities and conduits of
educational reform, have a tremendous impact on social reproduction, through the effects
of curriculum offerings, school related extra-curricular activities and the valuation of

educational attainment and outcomes within the community.

The fourth principal is that conforming to this social pressure to “level”
educational aspirations serves the functional purposes of both sustaining the community
and ensuring survival within the community. Individuals in the social hierarchy come to
accept and identify their own social position within the community and the broader
culture (Fitchen, 1981; MacLoed, 1987). Moreover, they accept the class based

inequalities within the culture as legitimate.
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These, then, are the basic principals that shape the ensuing study: that educational
aspirations and behaviors originate as part of the social and structural components of the
community; that nested social networks, often made up of kin, contribute to enabling or
disabling social mobility; the social pressure described as “leveling” is a construct of the
school, community and familial structure; that these are powerful mechanisms by which
class is reproduced, and the social pressure to “level” serves the functional purpose of

both sustaining individual and community survival.

Pilot Study

The plan for this research was informed by a pilot study of rural community
members and school administration conducted in the spring of 2004. The focus of the
study centered on four variables: educational aspirations and behaviors, educational
experiences, social processes that underscored educational experiences, and educational
policy implications. For each of these variables, the question of how it affects behavior

was asked. Further, the interaction and interrelationship of these variables was pursued.

A single school district in a rural community was chosen for the study. Data
collected from artifacts, published reports from the Michigan Department of Education
(2002), the National Center for Educational Statistics and state and federal grant
applications provided baseline data from which to begin the development of questions
used in a semi-structured interview protocol and the descriptive questionairre. The
selection of volunteers was made in cooperation with the school administration. A list of

community members was generated from which a sample of seven, four male and three
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female, was selected. At the same time, permission was obtained to review school

records to help verify the data.

The pilot study used an interview-only method based upon a set of open-ended
questions written for each of the areas of investigation. Volunteers for the study were
interviewed in segments which ranged from one hour to three hours, with a maximum of
three interviews per subject. Prior to the first interview, volunteers were read a consent
form detailing the purposes of the study, the potential risks and their right to withdraw

without penalty.

The interviews opened with an opportunity for each participant to review a list of
previously prepared and approved questions regarding the four areas of investigation.
Though notes were taken, all of the interviews in the pilot study were taped and
transcribed, then later editea. The notes and the transcriptions were later used to generate
follow-up questions for future interviews. They also served as a guide in the
development of questions for additional interviews used for this dissertation. In this
fashion these early interviews allowed me to pursue themes and patterns relevant to the
study. The interviews in the pilot study also served the purposes of gaining the
confidence and trust of local participants. This was important because it later enabled me
to secure an honest pool of volunteers willing to share information with me. No small

task, in rural ethnographic work (Fitchen, 1991; Schaffer, 2003).

A wide range of characteristics which appeared representative of studies of larger
populations (Howley, 2005) were found among the volunteers in this study. Both

administrators and the five community participants reported the following themes
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representative of community life: homogenous groupings made up mostly of kin, strong
connections to place, poverty, tightly nested social ties, a deep distrust of outsiders and
outside policies, a resistance to educational policy pressures from the state, and a process
of social reproduction that the school administration described as “leveling.” All of the
community members were from lower middle class to poverty level households. Two of
the subjects were rural pastors; one ran a food pantry and a summer school program.
Two parent volunteers were on the school board and worked in business administration
positions outside the community. One parent volunteer, a former factory worker, ran a
butcher shop out of her home. All participants described a disconnect between the goals
of the educational priorities of the state and the educational goals of community

members.

Despite a wide range of educational experiences revealed in these interviews, the
most consistent finding in the study was the pervasive influence of kin and community
(often the same thing) with respect to school goals. Patterns of low educational
attainment within the community coupled with a lack of local jobs demanding skilled
workers contributed to a pattern of low educational aspirations and attainment. One
parent indicated that college was not a viable option for many local families due to
tightened fiscal constraints and local economic demand. She stated that schools failed

students because of an increasingly academic and global focus. According to this parent:

I think the more emphasis should be put on trade schools, building trades. Functional
jobs. When kids are out of school, they should be able to be trained to do something.
Cuz with every, all these kids are coming out of high school, expecting to go to
Michigan State for the higher education is so much big business, it stinks. And there
are some jobs that definitely need the higher, higher education but there’s a lot of
average folks out there that need to learn how to make a living and start it when
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they’re out of school. Not when they’re 24 or 25. There’s a, there’s a big gap in there
where people are accumulating a whole lot of debt and they don’t even know what
they wanta do.

Another participant, a pastor, reported the following:

The biggest issue in the education system is it’s not meeting the local needs. You
know, the MEARP tests a couple years ago, it was environmental something, was the
MEAP stuff. Well, what in the world value did that have to a bunch of kids, you
know, at third grade level? It had no value. How do I get that training? If I wanta
work in a trade, if | wanta be an automotive mechanic, you know what I gotta do? 1
gotta get somebody to invest in me. I’ve gotta get a private employer to believe in me
and invest in me cuz I ha<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>