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ABSTRACT 

Non-rural students are repeatedly outpacing rural students in postsecondary enrollment rates. 

Lower enrollment and college completion rates among rural populations can often be 

problematic for many communities whose economies depend upon an educated workforce to 

increase the demand for economic growth. One of the problems of low college enrollment and 

completion rates can be shaped by early environments created by social context at home and in 

school. The research employed qualitative research to inductively explore how one rural high 

school cultivates environments of college-going culture to prepare rural high school students to 

pursue higher education upon graduation. The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding 

of the environmental factors in rural high schools that have a significant role in creating college-

going cultures. The intended research utilized a basic qualitative  approach to gain an 

understanding of the successes and identify potential concerns administrators may have in 

creating social environments in rural high schools that improve college-going cultures. The 

analysis focused on administrators’ experiences of how they fostered these environments to 

establish a college-going culture for rural high school students. The findings of this research will 

inform administrators and policymakers on ways to better serve rural high school students when 

encouraging an increase in college going rates among rural high school students. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

High school graduation can be the crossroad for many rural students who struggle to 

decide between college and career readiness. With the decline in college enrollment rates, 

colleges and universities need to recruit as many student populations as possible to meet the 

twenty-first-century enrollment demands. Rural students, at times, are overlooked in the 

recruitment process, so now more than ever, they are a prime target for college recruiters. The 

option to pursue college after high school is often unknow for some rural students. High school, 

for many rural students, is when they make decisions about possibly following in their family's 

footsteps to enter into the workforce after high school or take a new path into college.  

Rural high school students often struggle with college decisions after high school, which 

quickly becomes a barrier when choosing between future educational opportunities and work 

(Eller et al., 1998; Torres et al., 2013). The environment in which they grow up often dictates if 

they will go to college after graduating from high school or going directly into the workforce. 

When cultural and social capital is not shared equitably among students, a lack of information 

creates inherent barriers for disadvantaged students (Kao & Tienda, 1998; Perna & Titus, 2005; 

Plank & Jordan, 2001). The educational environment within rural high schools can often 

influence students view on college success. One way of increasing the college-going culture is to 

foster the idea of college as an avenue to improve workforce development. An example of a 

robust college-going culture reflects the expectations of college by connecting resources and 
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opportunities that support and normalize college (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Engberg & Gilbert, 

2014; Roderick, Coca, & Nagaoka, 2011). 

Background 

College aspirations for rural high school students are high. However, not all rural 

students seek a traditional 4-year degree as some desire to enroll in a community college for a 

certificate of training, associate degrees, or specific workforce development training courses 

(Byun et al., 2017; Snyder & Dillow, 2010; NCES, 2015). Many rural high school students want 

to go to college, but when it comes to navigating early admission deadlines and financial barriers 

for college, many get lost. This feeling of insecurity is due in part because of the endless amount 

of paperwork, financial obligations, and early deadlines associated with applying to college. The 

information regarding college is not usually directly funneled to the students and parents from 

the colleges, instead it is filtered to high school counselors from admissions counselors to 

distribute to students. 

Since much of the literature concerning rural education focuses on influences of rural 

values, social capital, familial expectations, and college access to two-year institutions, there is a 

need to investigate these environments in rural high schools in order to understand how they 

influence college choice. Many rural students come from a low-income or unstable family, these 

early life settings impact their cognitive development, and influence their educational 

aspirations, and achievement goals (Lichter, Cornwell, & Eggebeen, 1993; Israel, Beaulieu, & 

Hartless, 2001; Roscigno & Ainsworth-Darnell, 1999). For some rural students, their lives have 

been full of vibrant life experiences, influenced by social capital, family expectations, values, 

and beliefs that all play a part in making up their life path. Because these early life events 

influence life choices of students it is essential to understand how environments can shape rural 
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students educationally and professionally. It is also necessary to understand if environments 

outside of the home can influence students to choose a path of college success.  

Regardless of rural demographics, many rural students flourish from varied influential 

social groups within their lives. Nevertheless, often the most influential people who create early 

impressions of college are the rural parents along with family expectations for the student (King, 

2012; Schultz, 2004; Yan, 2002). The environments created by rural parents early in a child’s life 

build initial hopes and dreams that inspire rural students to pursue higher education and enter the 

(Bryan et al., 2009; Griffin, 1996; Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003). Additionally,  rural parents 

often play a crucial role in creating early environments that fosters high achieving educational 

expectations, because they view education as an opportunity for life beyond the geographical 

boundaries of their own lives. When rural students feel supported by parents, they can gain the 

motivation to complete high school, apply to college, attend college, and complete college based 

on clear expectations created at home (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012). 

Rural Values 

Rural students tend to rely upon rural values that stem from social and familial 

expectations (Jones, 1994). Rural values are the values systems that guide rural students in their 

life. These values include (a) family, (b) a sense of community, (c) the value of common sense 

compared to intellect, (d) untrusting of outsiders, (e) gender roles, and (f) religious beliefs and 

faith (Jones, 1994). Rural communities, schools, and students face many challenges as 

demonstrated by  research, illustrates they are more likely to offer supportive environments for 

each other than non-rural communities (Byun et al., 2012; Petrin, Schafft, & Meece, 2014). As a 

result of their environment, many rural students depend heavily upon their social groups, 

networks, and resources provided to them from their community. Rural students learn early in 
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life the importance of using their social capital to equip themselves with status (Schultz, 2004). 

They do this by creating unique talents and opportunities and gaining social connections forged 

through years by social relationships (Howley & Howley, 2014; McDonough & Gildersleeve, 

2010). 

When applying to college and navigating the application process, rural students and 

parents must utilize their social and cultural capital to understand college success and access 

(Robinson & Roksa, 2016). One primary source of social capital for some rural students is their 

school system. The experiences they create and their support at their schools impact rural 

students’ desire to continue to pursue education beyond high school graduation (Byun et al., 

2012; Irvin et al., 2011). These school components consist of the student’s experiences with 

classes such as class size and class availability, access and support from guidance counselors, 

teachers, coaches, and principles (Byun et al., 2012; Irvin et al., 2011). Because of the continual 

exposure to one another within the classroom setting, rural teachers tend to be more connected 

with their students and have a direct influence on many rural students motivation (Hardré, 

Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009; Hardré, 2012; Kryst, Kotok, & Hagedorn, 2018). This motivation 

can also transform into support and resources for students interested in going to college. 

Because of the importance that social stratification and capital plays within rural 

communities, rural students must know that they may need to break the structure of their social 

context when choosing to go to college. The internal silencing of college going cultures begins to 

take place when rural students first start to consider leaving their home for college. Success for 

many rural students can be found outside of their local community (Corbett, 2006); however, 

they struggle internally with burdens of needing to stay near family and community (Byun, 

Meece, & Irvin, 2012). This fear is common for rural students and is known as outmigration. It 
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tends to have lasting effects on rural communities and influences rural student decision making 

regarding educational aspirations and expectations (McLaughlin, Shoff, & Demi, 2014). 

College-Going Culture 

According to Knight-Manuel, Marciano, Wilson, Jackson, Vernikoff, Zuckerman, and 

Watson (2019), educators need to do more than support a select few students within their school. 

This idea shifts from what Carr and Kefala (2009) discovered of rural communities that many 

only select a few chosen students to groom and support for college. In order to create an 

environment that emphasizes a college-going culture, it requires buy-in from everyone; all 

teachers, administrators, guidance counselors, parents, and school staff must work towards the 

same collective goals of graduating from high school and going to college after high school 

(Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; Welton & Williams, 2015). McClafferty, 

McDonough, and Nunez (2002) reported on the importance of college culture. As a result, they 

created nine overlying principles to use as a framework when implementing a college-going 

culture in schools: (a) college talk, (b) clear expectations, (c) information and resources, (d) 

comprehensive counseling model, (e) testing and curriculum, (f) faculty involvement, (g) family 

involvement, (h) college partnerships, and (i) articulation. According to the National Association 

for College Admissions Counseling, a "college going culture refers to the environment, attitudes, 

and practices in schools and communities that encourage students and their families to obtain the 

information, tools, and perspective to enhance access to and success in post-secondary 

education" (NACAC, 2017, p. 4). Since rural high schools are equipped with rich culture and 

social structure, if the correct people are in support of creating this type of change, these schools 

are the perfect setting for creating this type of college-going environment.
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Within the past thirty years, various studies and research have been conducted on rural 

education; however, most research in the area is limited in its scope and comprehensiveness. 

Most do not explore how environments in schools and homes can promote college success. The 

majority of rural education analysis is limited in reach to public K-12 funding, rural values of 

incoming college students, or access to college at two-year institutions. While social context 

research for rural students is in-depth, no consensus has been established that the social 

environments created in rural schools cultivate a positive college culture for many rural high 

schools.  

When selecting rural students to groom for college, the research varies depending upon 

the beliefs. According to Carr and Kefala (2009), rural communities focus more on a “select 

few” students to groom for college; others such as Hardré et al. (2009) and Hardré (2012) 

identify the rural teachers as the gatekeepers for influencing college aspirations among students. 

Providing equal access to college information, resources, and tools can provide more students 

with the opportunity to accomplish earning a college degree (Scott et al., 2015). For many rural 

students, equal access begins at their rural high school. Undoubtedly factors such as social 

capital and familial expectations influence how some rural students view education. However, 

with the limited research focusing on rural high school environments as a pathway to college, it 

currently lacks in the literature. The current research will aim to improve and explore how 

ecosystems and social contexts influence decision making for college choice. By using 

qualitative inquiry, this study will focus on participants’ (administrators, such as superintendents, 

principals, teachers, guidance counselors, coaches, and staff) stories and interpretations of their 

understanding and involvement in their rural high school. Further, it will help to provide data and
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 building blocks for other schools or insights on creating post-secondary partnerships with local 

high schools to build upon college opportunities for all rural students.  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the increasing interest in attending college, rural students face unique challenges 

compared to other groups when entering college (Guiffrida, 2008). Researchers found that some 

rural students have deficiencies based on their experience with rural education (Roscigno & 

Crowley, 2001) and while achieving a college degree (Hu, 2003). Some rural students experience 

poor educational backgrounds, while others have limited access to technology, and some live in 

geographic isolation and must travel long distances for class (Byun, Meece, Irvin, & Hutchins, 

2012; Garza & Eller, 1998). Additionally, many rural students face non-educational barriers such 

as lack of child-care, inadequate transportation, unreliable roadways, lack of familial support, 

and community concerns of outmigration (Gibbs R., 2006; Scott, Miller, & Morris, 2015; 

Sherman & Sage, 2011). These circumstances are just a few contributing factors to rural student 

attrition rates in college, often leading to  transfer to less demanding postsecondary institutions 

(Byun et al., 2012; Gibbs, 1998).  

Many rural students are continually outpaced by urban students in college enrollment and 

completion rates. Lower college entrance rates among rural populations are problematic for the 

communities whose economies depend on a future educated workforce. The problem with low 

enrollment and completion rates for rural high school students is compounded by large numbers 

of rural high school students not being recruited from rural high schools to state universities. 

Research provided by Byun, Irvin, and Meece (2015) revealed that of high school graduates, 

rural high school graduates are more inclined to postpone entry into college. Additionally, they 

reported that rural high school students are also less likely to remain enrolled in postsecondary 



 

8 

institutions than their urban and suburban equivalent. These setbacks are often established early 

in rural students’ educational environments, sometimes at home or school. 

Rural students often lack direction and support with resources and information for 

achieving college success in their high school environments. This lack of college knowledge 

often increases because of a lack of positive attitudes, environments, and practices available to 

rural students in school concerning college opportunities.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of environments within rural high 

schools that are meaningful in creating college-going cultures. Previous literature suggested 

several identifiers within an environment, such as social and cultural capital, created an easy 

opportunity to promote the advantages of attending college to high school students (Robinson & 

Roksa, 2016). In addition to social and cultural capital, the literature suggested several ways to 

create a college-going culture including: restructuring college beliefs with parents, communities, 

and stakeholders while working towards similar goals to graduate and enroll in college (Corwin 

& Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; Welton & Williams, 2015).  

The goal of understanding environments in rural high schools is to improve the attitudes, 

policies, curriculum, and practices for rural high schools and postsecondary institutions to assist 

rural high school students in successfully entering college. By creating better understanding and 

practices, college and rural high school partnerships can establish recruitment agreements to 

target rural students that are college-ready directly out of high school. Seeking to understand 

high school environments is further backed by Perna and Thomas’s conceptual model of student 

success (2008). This research aims to make sense and understand the simple ways rural high 

school environments can foster a college-going culture among rural high school students.
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Research Questions 

This study sought to explore environments at rural high schools by understanding 

college-going cultures and making meaning of how rural high schools supported this 

environment to increase college enrollment rates. The questions guiding this study include the 

following:  

1. How do school personnel work with families to create college-going culture?  

2. How do school personnel work with institutions of higher learning to create 

partnerships for rural students?  

3. How do school personnel work with policy to create a college-going culture within 

their schools? 

Significance of the Study 

Over the past thirty years, multiple studies and research focused on rural students and 

rural education. However, most analysis in the area is limited in its scope and comprehensiveness 

of rural high school environments, specifically regarding fostering college-going cultures from 

the administrator perspective. According to Arnold, Newman et al. (2005), the research of rural 

education research is limited by funding and resources compared to other areas of education 

research. This study on rural education was limited to one public rural high school.  

College is an opportunity for rural students to enter careers outside of their rural 

communities. Still, often these students lack guidance and accurate knowledge on how to 

navigate the admissions process. Since the literature has validated college-going cultures as a 

pathway to college (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; McClafferty et al., 2002; 

Welton & Williams, 2015), understanding the specific mechanisms of fostering culture will 

allow colleges to respond to an increase in rural student populations. Furthermore, a qualitative 
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understanding of the college-going culture within the rural high school context can inform 

prospective quantitative hypotheses that can lead to a more comprehensive level analysis of 

college-going culture. 

Definition of Terms 

One of the challenges of researching the literature regarding rural education is the lack of 

one foundational definition. Because of the multiple definitions used to describe “rural,” and 

depending upon which definition is used, the result can change drastically, e.g., 1.1million versus 

11.6 million (Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, & Dean, 2005). The word environment is used 

throughout the research, but within the purposes of this study environment is composed of the 

following variables: rurality, social capital, college-going culture, and educational aspirations. To 

better assist with the transparency of the research, the following definitions are used to provide 

clarity regarding the research questions guiding the study. 

Rurality. Descriptions are from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and 

created by the U.S. Census Bureau. Fringe location refers to the rural territory that is less than or 

equal to five miles from an urbanized area. Distant regions are rural territory that is more than 

five miles but less than twenty-five miles from an urbanized area. Remote areas are rural 

territory that is more than twenty-five miles from the urbanized area (National Center for 

Education Statistics).  

Social Capital. To better understand how college access influences rural high school 

students, it is essential to recognize how social capital affects their lives. Often, rural students 

rely on their social wealth when navigating college choice. Social capital can be defined as the 

values of shared trust and mutual support (Coleman, 1988). Some researchers agree that social 

capital is a single element that attributes to the importance of networking as a resource (Bourdieu
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1986; Coleman, 1988). Putnam (1993) described social capital as “features of social 

organization, such as networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate coordination and cooperation for 

mutual benefit. Social capital enhances the benefits of investment in physical and human capital” 

(p. 35-35). For the purpose of this study, social capital is the network and relationships created 

by people within certain groups that help them function as a society.  

College-Going Culture. A college-going culture can best be described by McClafferty et 

al. (2002) in a paper presented at the annual conference of the American Educational Research 

Association where they termed the phrase “college culture”. The importance of the term college-

going culture within the research is that it is creating an environment of college for all students 

not just a select few. The definition used within this study is influenced by the National 

Association for College Admissions Counseling.  

College going culture refers to the environment, attitudes, and practices in schools and 
communities that encourage students and their families to obtain the information, tools, 
and perspective to enhance access to and success in post-secondary education (NACAC, 
2017, p. 4). 
 
Educational Aspirations. Earlier literature identifies the support and expectations of 

parents of rural students can directly influence not only traditional developmental aspirations but 

also those concerning postsecondary education and workforce development programs (Bryan et 

al., 2009; Griffin, 1996; Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003). For the purposes of this study, 

educational aspirations are typically influenced by social context with desire to achieve 

additional education beyond high school. 

School personnel. For the purposes of this research school personnel will be used as an 

umbrella term to encompass all personnel working within the rural high school. This label will 

consist of roles such as teachers, guidance counselors, school counselors, librarians, school bus 

drivers, coaches and staff within the high school.  
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Southern Rural High School. Southern Rural High School (SRHS) is the pseudonym 

for the research site. Additionally, the names of other institutions have been changed to protect 

the identity of the participants and the research site.  

Chapter Summary  

If we are going to increase the demands of workforce development, then we need to 

increase the requirements of degree attainment for a more qualified and educated workforce. 

Fostering the idea of an educated workforce can quickly develop within rural high school 

settings. However, more research is required to better understand the gaps in college-going 

cultures for students from rural high schools. One thing is certain rural high school students are 

not often the target of college recruiters or outreach programs that target future applicants. 

However, this can change if the environment within the rural high school fosters an environment 

that produces an outcome of college readiness. This research focuses on the contexts within two 

rural public high schools and how the administration, teachers, and staff interact and foster an 

environment around college after high school graduation.  

The following chapters will analyze the progression of rural education and college-going 

cultures by reviewing the environments that foster this culture in the form of social capital, rural 

values, college readiness, educational aspirations, recruitment, and outreach. This analysis will 

provide insights into gaps in the literature that will then create the underlying focus of existing 

qualitative research and understanding. After recognizing the missing links in the current 

literature, a recommended research design for the prescribed study will sketch a clear 

understanding of the principles and practices to be used to address this gap.
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CHAPTER 2: 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

Overview 

Over the past thirty years, rural/urban differences in the quality of school infrastructure 
and curricula have narrowed, as have differences in standardized test scores; however, 
schools in the rural South continue to fall below the regional and national averages on a 
wide variety of measures (Harris & Worthen, 2003, p. 38).  
 

This quote from over sixteen years ago still rings true for much of the South and especially for 

rural high school students; according to the National Education Association (2001), many 

students with these underachieving scores attend public schools in mostly rural locations. Several 

factors go into the inequality of school infrastructure, and the outcome of these students is often 

not readily equipped to enter college or to be gainfully employed citizens.  

The following sections provide a review of the literature covering rural education, 

college-going cultures, educational aspirations, and student college choice. They then compare it 

to the most recent literature within the field. By looking closely at the foundational 

understandings of rural education, such as rural schools, social capital, school environments, and 

rural students, the goal is to gain a better understanding of how to generate a catalyst for change 

in policy and educational environments. By creating an awareness of how influential rural high 

school environments are will help when other administrators understand creating college-going 

culture mindsets at an early stage during rural student's educational journey.
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Additionally, this review explores issues related to rural postsecondary education by 

examining literature focusing on how college readiness and student expectations, educational 

aspirations, and academic preparedness play crucial roles when concerning access. It also closely 

examines rural education environments before postsecondary enrollment when rural students are 

in high school and at home with family. Following this section of the literature is a summary of 

rural education by looking specifically at factors that make up rural education, such as rural 

schools, rural students, and administrators. Succeeding, administrators, is an examination of the 

literature on environments such as college-going culture, educational aspirations, college 

readiness, academic preparedness. Lastly, the analysis of college-choice is guided by Perna and 

Thomas’s conceptual model of student success.  
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Rural Education 

Historically rural communities and rural education have not changed drastically within 

the landscape and challenges faced by individuals living within those regions. Local 

communities continue to rely heavily on rural schools as a means to connect students and 

families with the local communities by providing an understanding of identity with social 

and economic capital (DeYoung, 1995). Rural communities cling close to one another and use 

local school systems as a way to provide lessons in social standards and customs. Many rural 

communities are employed by public school systems, as teachers, coaches, bus drivers, facilities 

maintenance workers, or custodians. With school systems hiring large portions of rural 

communities, a sense of stability, and an increased need for social and cultural capital often form 

around rural school systems (DeYoung, 1995). With less funding within the K-12 rural schools, 

educational resources tend to be lesser for rural students compared to students in other locales 

which can help to account for lower performance rates of rural students on state tests and 

graduation rates (Avery, 2013; Boynton & Hossain, 2010; Versypt & Versypt, 2013).  

One of the influencers to rural students is the high school administrator. Administrators 

are the principals and superintendents who are in continuous communication with the public, 

whereby strengthening their own political, educational agenda upon students (Kryst, Kotok, & 

Hagedorn, 2018). Their roles, opinions, and decisions made within the public rural school 

systems impact directly and indirectly if rural students decide to further their education beyond 

high school. These decisions help set the tone for higher education aspirations. How do the 

administrators impact rural student decision making? They set the academic tone by deciding 

which courses are available and by setting the instructional scheduling times (Edmonds, 

1979; Rumberger & Palardy, 2005; Shouse, 1996). Course availability, in addition to just
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advanced placement courses, impacts rural students’ long-term goals for college preparation 

(Kryst, Kotok, & Hagedorn, 2018). When administrators choose to AP courses, it allows high 

school students the option to enter college with more credit hours than non-AP credit students, 

which makes students with AP credits appear more competitive than non-AP credit students 

(Anderson & Chang, 2011). However, in many rural high schools, fewer advanced placement 

(AP) courses and college preparatory courses are available (Babco, 2003; Carsey Institute, 

2009).  

Rural schools have continued to enroll and support students of lower performance, lower 

levels of achievement, and lower test scores, as well as higher levels of dropout rates nationally 

(Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; National Education Association, 2001). However, contrary to 

research provided by the Rural School and Community Trust provides juxtaposed studies that 

rural schools achieve as well as or better than their suburban colleagues (Williams, 2003). These 

performance levels differ for rural schools and students when referring to race. Race data among 

rural locations is no different than non-rural areas. White achievement gaps compared to 

minority achievement gaps are still consistent with historical race data.  

Funding 

 It is no surprise that rural students cost more to educate in comparison to non-rural 

students located in cities and suburbs (Strange, 2001). Students from the rural South have 

notably lower test scores, teacher salaries, and educational resources (Gibbs, Swaim, & Ruy, 

1998). Several factors play into this cost, one being rural school districts nationwide have higher 

poverty rates, which makes them eligible for Title I federal funding. Poverty rates in school 

districts correlate directly with free and reduced lunches within rural public schools. Rural 

students, especially from low-income backgrounds, struggle to take college preparatory courses 
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because of the lack of educational funding to provide course offerings and teacher wages. They 

are less likely to participate in school to work programs and have less access to career counseling 

options, which better prepare students for college (Provasnik, KewalRamani, Coleman, 

Gilbertson, Lerring, & Xie, 2007). Rural America is located in areas with sparse and weak 

economies. Consequently, state and local taxes are often lesser than urban and 

suburban locations that would typically go back into funding the public-school systems. As a 

result, many rural schools have an increased number of free and reduced lunches available to 

students. The funding concern does not end in the public rural high school. It continues to weigh 

on the minds of rural students as they prepare to go to college. According to Katsinas and Hardy 

(2012), rural Americans utilized community colleges as a resource for life-long learning 

opportunities and work-force development training, even when unemployment rates were low 

enrollment rates were up. Katsinas, Davis, Friedel, Koh, and Grant (2013) link this change in 

enrollment of rural Americans to federal Pell grant funding.  

Because of the funding disparities, many rural schools are not a part of the state funding 

conversations had by state officials when allocating state funding. When rural schools are not 

funded appropriately, the local schools and communities are impacted by the loss of jobs due to 

school closings or consolidation of small schools into larger schools. Local economies are 

directly and negatively affected by job losses and more significant travel times to new school 

districts. Rural school closing and consolidation also impact how rural students regard education 

and future education opportunities.   

Policy Impact on Funding. All public schools face challenges; however, rural schools, in 

addition to the everyday problems, lack in diversity, funding, and curriculum change; rural 

schools also face limitations based on their physical geographical location (Arnold, Newman,
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Gaddy, & Dean, 2005). Because of the lack of research funding, few scholars can afford to 

research rural education or complete fieldwork in rural schools (Arnold et al., 2005; Sherwood, 

2000). Rural schools face difficulties in attracting need-based federal funding for competitive 

grant opportunities distributed on new funding formulas (Brenner, 2016). In addition to 

geographical challenges, rural schools are often the source of inferior achievement levels and 

poor test scores. Challenges for rural education goes beyond just the student. Many rural schools 

face hardship with poor classroom and building infrastructure (Arnold et al., 2005; Ballou 

and Podgursky, 1998; Greenberg and Teixeira, 1998; Jensen & McLaughlin, 1995; Stallman et 

al., 1995; Swaim, 1998). Teacher quality in rural schools is either not equipped to handle the 

challenges of rural education, or they often teach classes outside of their knowledge base with 

minimal resources (Arnold et al., 2005; Ballou and Podgursky, 1998; Greenberg and Teixeira, 

1998; Jensen & McLaughlin, 1995; Stallman et al., 1995; Swaim, 1998). The lack of availability 

for rural students to take advanced placement courses impacts the limited pool of 

educated workforce and continues the cycle of low-income communities and inadequate 

education attainment goals (Arnold et al., 2005; Ballou and Podgursky, 1998; Greenberg and 

Teixeira, 1998; Jensen & McLaughlin, 1995; Stallman et al., 1995; Swaim, 1998).     

Rural students 

Historically rural students are low-income with unstable family structures, which can 

impact their cognitive development, educational aspirations, and attainment goals (Lichter, 

Cornwell, & Eggebeen, 1993; Israel, Beaulieu, & Hartless, 2001; Roscigno & Ainsworth-

Darnell, 1999). Family expectations, such as parental support and high school competition, tend 

to be significant influences in rural students’ decision-making process to attend college (King,
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 2012). Rural student backgrounds are rich with experiences, social capital, expectations, values, 

and beliefs that all play a part in making up their foundational patterns as a student.  

Family expectations 

Rural students tend to rely heavily upon their rural values created in part by their 

networking concerning social capital and familial expectations. Many rural areas struggle with 

letting go of their students to go to college because of fear of brain drain on the community. 

College access is hindered upon when rural students consider leaving home for college because 

of their obligations at home with family.  

Rural students thrive from the multiple influential people in their lives; however, the 

often the most important persons for rural students when determining to attend college are often 

their parents or parental figures (Schultz, 2004; Yan, 2002). Earlier literature identifies the 

support and expectations of parents of rural students can directly influence not only 

traditional developmental aspirations but also those concerning postsecondary education and 

workforce development programs (Bryan et al., 2009; Griffin, 1996; Simons-Morton & Crump, 

2003). Interestingly, rural parental expectations are often higher than expected because rural 

parents see education as a doorway of opportunity beyond rural life. Previous research suggests 

that 20% of rural parents expect their children to obtain at least two years of college, and 37% 

expect their children to complete a bachelor’s degree (Provasnick et al., 2007). For many rural 

students who struggle with thoughts of leaving their families behind for education find that their 

most significant source for support in choosing to go to college is their own family.  

Social capital 

To better understand how college access impacts rural high school students, it is vital to 

understand how social capital affects their lives. Rural students are supported and moved through 
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their social ranks based on their own and their family’s social wealth. Social capital can help 

escalate rural student’s access to college by supporting college aspirations, financial support, and 

assisting in navigating the admission process. However, to understand the role of social capital in 

rural communities, it is essential to understand the influence of role models. Because of the lack 

of financial resources in rural communities that fund resources such as local law enforcement, 

public education, and social welfare programs, many rural locations lack those funds and 

supports from the federal government. Rural communities begin to rely on influential 

personalities within the local community. These personalities can provide college access to many 

rural high school students. Seminal work on social capital has produced several variations on 

how to define social capital. Social capital typically means a group with a common interest 

creates a set of standards to follow as a whole. Morrow (1999) suggested that social capital is the 

different social connections, and groups are created and maintained among the connects.  

Moreover, it can further be defined as the values of shared trust and mutual support 

(Coleman, 1988). Some of the earlier researchers agree that social capital is a single element that 

attributes to the importance of networking as a resource (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman, 1988). 

Putnam (1993) described social capital as “features of social organization, such as 

networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit. Social 

capital enhances the benefits of investment in physical and human capital” (p. 35-35). Using 

social capital to gain access to postsecondary education also has the potential to advance the 

future and security of rural communities.   

One of the social capital’s principal purposes is to promote an individual’s ability to 

achieve entree in the form of human and cultural capital, in addition to increased institutional 

resources and support (Coleman, 1988; Hofferth, Boisjoly, & Duncan, 1998; Lin, 2001; Morrow,
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 1999; Portes, 1998; Stanton-Salazar & Dorbusch, 1995). Postsecondary education provides rural 

students with workforce development training and knowledge that can give a return of economic 

and social benefits. Coleman (1988) and Bourdieu (1986) provide different beliefs on social 

capital throughout the literature. Bourdieu refers to social capital as an individual’s advantageous 

membership to a particular group (Portes, 1998). According to Bourdieu (1986), an individual’s 

social capital is limited by the group’s social capital as a whole. It is a resource that individuals 

from dominant classes use to maintain their status as dominant (Lin, 2001).  

Coleman’s views on social capital are used more commonly in educational research, 

primarily when referring to how social capital establishes the relationships it impacts (Dika & 

Singh, 2002). Coleman (1988) suggests that social capital’s role is to build norms, generate 

trust within groups, construct an authoritative structure when combined, these things are the 

group’s norms that must be followed and understood for an individual to succeed within the 

group. This type of social capital is more common within rural communities and especially 

within gaining access to postsecondary education. Unlike Bourdieu, Coleman’s approach to 

social capital centers more on relationships: relations between children and parents and parents 

with other adults in the social capital community that affects their children (Perna, 2006). When 

parents provide emotional and financial support for rural students to aspire to go to college, 

many do with success.  

For rural research, it is essential to note the impact social capital plays upon its 

community. Rural students, schools, and areas face many challenges, but some researchers have 

found that rural communities offer a supportive environment compared to non-rural communities 

(Byun et al., 2012; Petrin, Schafft, & Meece, 2014). Rural students rely heavily upon social 

groups, networks, and resources from their community when confronting difficulties compared 
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to urban and suburban counterparts. Rural students use social capital to equip them with rural 

identity (Schultz, 2004), unique skill sets, opportunities, and social connections forged through 

years of social construct (Howley & Howley, 2014; McDonough & Gildersleeve, 2010). 

Furthermore, it is essential to acknowledge the role that social stratification plays within rural 

communities based on their private and stringent hierarchical structure (Mactavish & Salaman, 

2006; Seal & Harmon, 1995). (Bauch, 2001). Because of the importance that social stratification 

and capital plays within rural communities, rural students must know that they may need to break 

the structure of their community when deciding to go to college.  

One of the primary sources of social capital for many rural students is in the public rural 

school systems. The experiences and support from local schools’ impact rural student’s desire to 

continue to pursue education beyond high school graduation (Byun et al., 2012; Irvin et al., 

2011). These high school components are rural student’s experiences with classes such as class 

size and class availability, access and support from guidance counselors, teachers, coaches, and 

principles (Byun et al., 2012; Irvin et al., 2011). Because of the continual exposure of students 

and teachers within the classroom setting, rural teachers tend to be more connected with students 

comparted to urban teachers and have a more direct influence on rural student 

motivation (Hardré, Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009; Hardré, 2012; Kryst, Kotok, & Hagedorn, 

2018). This motivation can also turn into support and resources for students interested in going to 

college. Carr and Kefala’s (2009) research in Hollowing out the Middle focuses on how 

communities groom the “best and brightest” students to depart from the neighborhood while not 

concentrating as much on students more likely to stay within the community.
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   Environments 

School environments are broadly composed of external factors such as facilities, 

classrooms, policies, and procedures. School environments become reshaped by the resources 

given by the school district, state, and the federal government. If the environment itself is lacking 

in resources, then that will also reshape how the climate within the school environment is created 

and supported to influence the students. School climates are the ecosystems within each school. 

According to the National School Climate Council (What is School Climate and Why is it 

Important?, n.d.), a school climate is the “quality” and “character” of a school. When analyzing 

school climates more in-depth, they are created based on the school’s promise, values, goals, 

teaching, learning, and structure of the organization as a whole. According to Cohen, McCabe, 

Michelli, and Pickeral (2009) there are four main constructs pertaining to climate (1) safety, (2) 

teaching and learning, (3) relationships, and (4) environmental structure. A positive school 

climate is advantageous for students overall by contributing to more than just their academic 

growth; it also increases the development of social and emotional maturity (Cohen, McCabe, 

Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009); however, creating and continuing these positive environments are 

challenging especially in low performing and underfunded schools (Lee, 2011). Environments 

and climates are typically set by the administrators and then promoted by the staff, teachers, and 

community. How these administrators use these climates are equally as crucial to the success of 

the students and college enrollment rates.  

College-Going Culture 

“Culture is the intersection of beliefs and practices” (Corwin & Tierney, 2007, p. 1). In 

an effort to increase postsecondary enrollment rates, many high schools across the United States 

have begun implementing new climates within their schools known as college-going cultures 
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(Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Knight & Marciano, 2013; Knight-Manuel, et al., 2019; McDonough, 

1997). This new college-going culture climate is what Corwin and Tierney (2007) refer to as an 

“intersection of beliefs and practices” when educational goals are coupled with the need to 

increase college enrollment rates for all students. Scholars recommend high schools use this 

approach to build an increased awareness that develops students’ aspirations towards college 

while also preparing them to succeed in higher education (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; 

McDonough, 1997; Tierney, Corwin, & Colyar, 2005). Creating college-going cultures has its 

challenges such as individual distritric policies, low expectations and buy-in from community, 

parents, and teachers, and most importantly poor student attitudes towards college (Corwin & 

Tierney, 2007).  

Researchers have identified two type of college-going cultures (a) high college culture 

and (b) low college culture. High college cultures can be identified by how resources are utilized 

to helping students early on in adapting college aspirations. One way in doing this is fostering 

conversations about college as early as 9th or 10th grade, by encouraging counselors to provide 

individual advice and assistance to helping students with understanding college applications 

(Robinson & Roksa, 2016). Low culture schools spend less time and resources on early 

expectations and counseling for college (Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, & Colyar, 2004; Engberg & 

Gilbert, 2014; McDonugh, 1997; Stanton-Salazaar, 2001). One recommendation to creating 

college-going cultures in high school an increase in resources such as college preparatory 

courses are needed and “high-quality” college counseling (Daun-Barnett & St. John, 2012; 

Robinson & Roksa, 2016; St. John, Fisher, Hu, 2011). It is crucial for adminstrators to establish 

early buy-in from front line employees such as teachers, coaches, tutors, librarians, and 

counselors to help set the tone for positive attitudes regarding college enrollment for all students
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Administrators role with Policy. Administrators play a significant role in creating the 

policy that impacts students, teachers, parents, and the community when it comes to supporting 

educational outcomes within the community. According to Knight and Duncheon (2020), 

college-going cultures are created when the administrators, teachers, counselors, and staff are all 

committed to promoting an awareness of college by helping students prepare, plan, and develop 

college aspirations. Furthermore, teachers and support staff, such as tutors, feel the heavy burden 

of college-going cultures as front line staff to students and parents (Knight & Duncheon, 2020). 

Administrators are involved from the beginning by establishing a college-going culture. They 

begin by creating the initial goals, networking with local community colleges and four-year 

institutions, as well as identify key stakeholders (students, families, teachers, support staff) to 

implement and establish meeting benchmarks and policy created by initial college-going goals 

(Corwin & Tierney, 2007).  

Commonly agreed upon among researchers are two main recommendations for creating a 

college culture: “academic preparation” and “college knowledge” (Conely, 2012; Duncheon, 

2015; Hooker & Brand, 2010; McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002). Academic 

preparation looks differently for each student, but this most frequently refers to test scores, 

college prepartory courses and curriculum and other metrics (Knight & Duncheon, 2020). 

Administrator’s play crucial roles in creating the policy behind student success (Corwin & 

Tierney, 2007). They often play roles similar to gatekeepers when implementing federal and 

state policy to their school. Student’s access to college knowledge is no longer limited to that of 

high school counselors and teachers. Since students are more apt to partake in social and cultural 

capital, they are no longer limited to the knowledge of a few school administrators when 

navigating college applications and admissions (Robinson & Roksa, 2016). 
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Educational aspirations 

Educational aspirations are impacted early in rural students’ lives by the events that take 

place at home and in school. If K-12 schools have negative connotations with rural students, they 

are less likely to further their education with postsecondary experience. If parents set 

expectations of going to college after high school, then the rural student has a predisposition to at 

least attend college after high school. Some of these experiences act as positive forces that 

reinforce educational aspirations and some act as negative forces that decrease the likelihood 

of postsecondary education after high school graduation. Hektner (1995) finds that negative 

education aspirations can form for rural students’ when rural youth believe they can no longer 

stay close to family or home if they choose to attend college. The idea of living locally to 

continue loyalty to rural communities is often misunderstood by educators, primarily if these 

goals are possessed by rural youth who have the academic potential to succeed in college 

(Burnell, 2003).  

Rural students often feel conflicted by their aspirations and commitment to their 

community and values. According to research, rural youth highly value their communities and 

feel distressed by the pressure to move to an urban-style environment to achieve economic gains 

because of their educational background (Howley, 2006; Howley, Rhodes, & Beall, 2009; Ley, 

Nelson, & Beltyukova, 1996). Educational aspirations can be bounded by geography and 

departing their hometown to live and work in urban areas. In a study by Howley (2006), it 

suggested that rural youth are as likely as nonrural youth to aspire to graduate from high school, 

and attain certificates and degrees from community colleges, and even undergraduate degrees. 

Rural youth are less likely to want educational attainment past four years of postsecondary, so 

historically compared to nonrural youth they do have lower educational aspirations but only 
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when factoring in graduate school (Breen, 1989; Haller & Virkler, 1993; Howley, 2009; 

McCracken & Barnicas, 1991; McGranahan, 1994). However, the actual gap in educational 

aspirations rises when rural students consider graduate school. Rural youth have hopes of higher 

education within the proximity of their family; however, that all changes when the desire for 

postgraduate education requires them to work outside of rural America (Howley, 2006; Litchter, 

Roscigno, & Condron, 2003).  

College readiness 

College readiness, educational expectations, aspirations, and academic preparedness all 

take place in rural high schools and family settings. Research shows the impact that familial, 

including parental support and expectations, have on rural student’s college access; when 

supported by parent’s rural students have the motivation that they will apply, attend, 

and complete college based on clear expectations created at home (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012). 

Many rural students know success is found outside of their local community with the hope to 

leave to obtain success (Corbett, 2006); however, they struggle with burdens of needing to stay 

near family and community (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012). This fear is common for rural 

students and is known as outmigration. It tends to have lasting effects on rural communities and 

influences rural student decision making regarding educational aspirations and expectations 

(McLaughlin, Shoff, & Demi, 2014). Researchers refer to “predisposition” when referencing 

educational hopes and expectations, primarily when applying it to college and college access 

(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Stage & 

Hossler, 1989). 

When referring to student’s “predisposition,” there are several hurdles recorded in the 

literature. The first challenge is establishing a clear understanding of “college readiness” or what 
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it means to be prepared to go to college (Perna, 2006). Kao and Tienda (1998) found that while 

working on an exploratory study group of eight focus groups from two separate Chicago high 

schools that student information and understanding of college requirements were inconsistent per 

individual student perception and lacking in clear guidelines from institution to student.  

Academic preparedness 

Academic preparedness looks differently for each student. Students who are 

underprepared when leaving high school tend to have drastic effects on higher education by 

draining resources from colleges (Scott et al., 2015). Preparing for college to some students may 

be an entrance exam, a desire to take a college preparatory course, but for other students, it is 

navigating life. According to Schademan and Thompson (2016), “college readiness is ongoing, 

longitudinal, and continues throughout college” (Schademan & Thompson, 2016). Even though 

educators cannot teach students to think at a level higher than they are capable of at that given 

time, they can serve as supportive instructors who foster cognitive development by challenging 

students to think and analyze things differently (Baxter Magolda, 1999). Readiness does not end 

once a student receives admittance to a college. It is an ongoing feeling that must be nurtured, 

supported, and engaged for students to succeed in college (Schademan & Thompson, 2016). 

According to Handel and Williams (2011), remedial education costs for colleges and universities 

are very costly and average between $1 billion and $2 billion annually in the United States.  

Entrance Exams Policy. Entrance exams are common policies used by colleges and 

universities to measure academic preparedness of incoming students. Academic preparedness is 

vital for rural students seeking access to a college degree. One form of being academically 

prepared is meeting the markers for college entrance. One of those markers is submitting scores 

for one of the many entrance exams such as Advanced Placement (AP), Preliminary Scholastic
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 Attitude Test/ National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test (PSAT/NMSQT), or Scholastic 

Aptitude Test (SAT). According to the National Student Clearing House, of the 1 million 

college-bound high school seniors who took one of the latter college entrance exams in 2015 also 

enrolled in college that same year (National Student Clearing House and The College Board, 

2015). On the contrary, taking AP courses does not automatically prepare students for college; 

however, it does serve as a good indicator for college readiness by exposing students to a more 

rigorous academic structure. Unfortunately, many rural students across the United States do not 

have the option to take AP courses at their high school. Not all rural high schools are limited in 

their course offerings. Furthermore, rural AP course-enrollment ranged from 5.3% in Louisiana 

to more than 56% in Ohio (Showalter et al., 2017).  

Entrance exams do play a fundamental part in testing student’s ability and preparation for 

college. The two most common tests that determine academic development and support students 

in attaining access to college in the United States are the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the 

American College Test (ACT). In 2015 over 1 million students took the SAT and enrolled in 

college, and of those students, 78% enrolled in one of their state’s colleges or universities 

(National Student Clearing House and The College Board, 2015). Furthermore, the data speaks 

for rural students as well. In 2015 in 21 states, over half of rural Juniors and Seniors took the 

ACT and or the SAT to prepare for college (ACT, 2015; College Board, 2015; Showalter et al., 

2017). The number of college entrance test-takers has continuously increased since 1972 

(Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011). 

College choice 

Foundational work on college choice agrees that two theoretical approaches guide 

research on college access and choice; the most common theoretical approaches stem from 
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human capital rooted in economics and status achievement rooted in sociology (Hossler, 

Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1998; Paulsen, 1990; Perna, 2006). Human capital theorist assume that 

students consider both the monetary and nonmonetary benefits when calculating their total 

benefits expected from higher education (Becker, 1993). These students also acknowledge short-

term and long-term benefits of attaining a higher education. Short-term benefits include learning, 

extracurricular, social lives, and exposure to various cultures on campus (Baum & Payea, 2004; 

Leslie & Brinkman, 1988). When students who are seeking to enroll in college but are not being 

recruited by colleges and universities, they tend to depend heavily upon college choice models.   

College choice models have been developed throughout the literature to better understand 

the decision-making process of students and the importance of recruitment. Of the models 

available there are numerous variables that influence college choice; some include scholarly 

importance of the prospective campus, distance from home, cost, advice from others, and the 

perception of the social climate on the campus (Hollands & Richard, 1965; Cho, Lee, Hudley, 

Barry, & Kelly, 2008). Additionally, the cost of investing in a higher education are financial cost 

of tuition, fees, books, supplies, less personal and leisure time, and the expenses of traveling the 

distance from home to class (Becker, 1993). Throughout the literature four models tend to be 

dominant; each model can be categorized in three phases with a preliminary investigative 

phase, a development of selection, and lastly enrolling in an institution (Lansing, 2017). Lansing 

(2017) surveyed 240 students regarding college choice decision making and resulted in 80% 

stated they consulted with others during their decision-making process and 84% stated they 

sought family and friends during their decision-making process.    

College choice and student success are often linked together in research because the 

college choice made by the student is often linked to their success rate at college. Additional
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common themes when referring to student success is college access, college choice, enrollment 

into college, persistence in college, and the final theme of student success degree 

completion. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) used a three-phrase model to explain the process of 

college choice. They determined that the three phases of college choice are predisposition, 

search, and choice. The first phase, predisposition, takes place when students are predisposed or 

interested in attending college and begin creating educational aspirations (Hossler & Gallagher, 

1987; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001). The second phase focuses on students gathering 

information about colleges (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001). 

The third and final phase is when students decide to enroll in college (Hossler & Gallagher, 

1987). This model is limited to a one-sided student identity only. It does not focus on students 

with non-traditional backgrounds, low income, or rural students with less exposure to college 

information. Research previously on college choice models focused primarily on student 

decision makers who either planned to attend or not attend postsecondary institutions (Manski & 

Wise, 1983).  

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical frame for this research uses a combination of Perna and Thomas’s 

conceptual model of student success (2008) and pieces of NACAC (2017) definition of college-

going culture. Perna and Thomas use the phrase “college choice” to encompass all phases of the 

college choice process. Perna’s (2006) original work identified various influences that impact the 

decision-making process for enrolling into postsecondary institutions after high school 

graduation. The new conceptual model is a blend of various models and theories that create a 

conceptual framework to view student success rates outside of the traditional student 

framework. Perna and Thomas’s (2006) model draws from multiple backgrounds and theories 
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such as, economic models of human capital investment in addition to sociological concepts of 

habitus, cultural and social capital, and organizational structural theories. Similarly, this model 

concludes that college enrollment decisions are initially created at the individual level based on 

the factors associated within the individual context (Perna, 2006). The purpose of the conceptual 

model assumes that there is no one set way for students to enroll in college but instead that there 

are multiple options and influences along the way and the root of college choice is based on a 

“situated context” (Perna, 2006).  

This model is not being used in the traditional format to study student success; however, 

the model's frameworks are used to explore how factors within an environment work to create 

college opportunities and students' choice. Since this student success model is limited to student 

viewpoint and not the environment's roles, only certain concepts focusing on the different 

environmental roles are used. The student success framework and the NACAC (2017) definition 

of college-going culture, focusing on practices, attitudes, and environments, provides a road map 

for schools to enhance their college-going culture. Below is an explanation of Perna and 

Thomas's conceptual model of student success. 

The conceptual model of student success identifies four contextual layers nesting upon 

each layer beginning with the first layer, internal; the second layer, parental and community 

context; the third, school context; and the fourth layer, social, economic, and policy context. This 

section of the literature will look closely at how the presence of Perna and Thomas’s conceptual 

model specifically focusing on the second, third, and fourth contextual layers can provide 

structure on decision making of rural students when referring to college choice and the multiple 

layers that build upon each other and impact how rural students make their educational 

decisions. 
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According to the authors, Perna and Thomas (2008) the internal layer is the core of 

student success and the success stems from “attitudes, motivations, and behaviors of the 

individual student” (p. 35). The internal layer looks closely at the inner habitus and makings of 

the student’s demographic characteristics, cultural capital, and social capital and how they create 

an inner awareness. Research (McDonough, 1997; Perna & Titus, 2005) determines that 

student’s inner habitus and certain characteristics of school impact and mold student’s success 

within college. An individual’s internalized thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, and values are created 

and fostered in a habitus environment because of this an individual’s educational aspirations, 

attitudes, and expectations for college can be directly related back to the internal values 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 2006). Since this layer encompasses the 

internal identity of rural students, it is important to acknowledge the impact rural education 

plays internally on rural high school’s students. The culture and community within rural school 

systems is often complex and filled with rich social backgrounds, mentoring, and cultural values. 

The social capital created within rural high schools is just one of the major deciding points when 

rural students create internal motivations based on their attitudes and behaviors.  

The second layer, family context, looks closely at the resources provided by the school 

and community to the individual. According to Perna and Thomas (2008) family plays are large 

role inside and outside of the home when regarding “managing” their student’s experiences and 

educational aspirations. This layer pulls from McDonough’s (1997) idea of “organizational 

habitus” by identifying how social structures and resources can foster or obstruct a student’s 

process of college choice. Other contexts within the second layer build upon the structural 

supports and barriers created within this context.  
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The third layer, school context, refers to students K-12 and higher education experiences 

in regard to student success. By focusing on primary school through college allows for gaining 

an understanding of how educational resources impact academic preparation and aspirations that 

can subsequently be success indicators during college (Perna & Thomas, 2008). For example, the 

marketing and recruitment of postsecondary institutions, the location to and from postsecondary 

institutions, and the individual institutional characteristics that students can identify with when 

thinking of becoming a student. Some research indicates that the various characteristics of school 

context can actually prohibit college choice and access for minority students and low-income 

students (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). The teachers, counselors and various other institutional agents 

can often become gatekeepers that limit some student’s ability to develop working relationships 

that otherwise prevent them from college choice in the long run (Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

Higher education is also part of the social context. This is important because of the 

impactful role that higher education institutions play in influencing college choice for future 

students. This influence can be visible in serval ways: one being a source of information, 

institutional characteristics and identity, and available enrollment slots. Higher education 

institutions can recruit and provide information to potential students through countless avenues 

sometimes based on geography (McDonough, Antonio, & Trent, 1997) and through targeted 

marketing campaigns and recruitment efforts (Chapman, 1981). Secondly, students tend to want 

to see others like them on campus, so institutional characteristics are key for campus visits when 

students are looking to see others that have similar social and personal identities (Nora, 2004). 

Another way students identify with institutions is by selecting colleges with similar entrance 

exam score requirements as their own (Manski & Wise, 1983).
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Lastly, institutions play a major role in creating access when enrollment slots are 

available and open for everyone. Admission requirements are the terms for admittance deemed 

by the admission office and were originally implemented to aid in the selection of a desirable 

class via admission fees and essay writing skills. In study by Smith, Hurwitz, and Howell they 

investigate the effect of colleges’ admission screening processes and how it effects enrollment 

data and trends across the United States. The report looked at data concerning application fees 

and essay requirements.  

In 2003, 49.8% of four-year institutions in the United States required an essay at time of 

application and the number increased in 2011 to 56.8% (Smith, Hurwitz, & Howell, 2014). 

During the same time changes in application fees increased at least once to approximately 50% 

by all United States colleges, the average increase was about 30% which increased the amount 

by roughly $10 (Smith et al., 2014). So, the question is what effect do admission fees and 

essays play, particularly on rural students? The authors found that requiring an essay as part of 

the admission requirement lowered application numbers by 6.5% in the United States and when 

institutions increased the application fee by 10% there was a 1% decrease in applications.  

Changing application policies by requiring an essay decreases matriculants by 3.2%, but 

interesting enough, the application fee has no discernable effect (Smith et al., 2014). The authors 

also discovered that parental income or education had no effect on these outcomes. The 

noticeable change was seen when colleges increased application fees that students began to 

divert to their main competitor; however, this shift was not seen when an essay was 

required (Smith et al., 2014).  

The final layer, social, economic, and policy context refers to the demographic, 

economic, and public policy context that impacts each student’s ability to go to college. This 
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contextual layer looks at how external forces create an influence on college student choice and 

success (Perna, 2006); of these external influences the most impactful are often social conditions, 

economic impacts, and policy (Perna & Thomas, 2008). By utilizing these context Perna and 

Thomas (2004) agree with other researchers (Kirst & Venezia, 2004; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; 

St. John & Asker, 2001) that a students’ knowledge about academic preparations and aspirations 

are created through the multiple channels that policy plays throughout their K-12 experience.  

Table 1 combines Perna and Thomas's model (2006) and NACAC (2017) definition of a 

college-going culture. The first column lists the concept and layer utilized by Perna and Thomas. 

The second column in the table lists the framework of attitudes, practices, and environments 

from the college-going culture. The third column provides a combined definition of the concept, 

the college-going culture frameworks, and how they can guide in understanding environments' 

looking at attitudes, practices, and environments. 

Table 1  

Perna and Thomas Integrated Conceptual Model and College-Going Culture Matrix 
Concept College-Going Culture Definition 
Social, economic, and policy 
context 
 
Layer 4 

Attitudes 
Practices 
Environments 
 

Looks at how external forces 
create an influence on college 
student choice and success by 
looking at attitudes, practices, 
and environments.  

School context 
 
Layer 3 
 

Attitudes 
Practices 
Environments 
 

Looks at how K-12 and 
colleges create an impact on 
academic preparation and 
aspirations by looking at 
attitudes, practices, and 
environments. 

Family context 
 
Layer 2 

Attitudes 
Practices 
Environments 
 

Looks closely at the resources 
provided by the school and 
community to the individual 
success by looking at attitudes, 
practices, and environments. 

Note. Adapted from Perna and Thomas’ Conceptual Mode of Student Success, 2006, p.30 and 
NACAC (2017). 
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Chapter Summary 

The literature reviewed first broadly  explored rural education. Rural education has 

multiple layers, which consist of schools, funding, students, staff, families, and communities. 

More broadly, it covered the profound influence of social and cultural capital within rural 

communities. This chapter also looked at how, when utilized efficiently, school environments 

can be used as a pathway for college. This section looked deeply at how cultures can be created 

by administrators and further influenced by the front-line staff to encourage and prepare all 

students to enroll in college. This literature sets the foundation for the proposed research design 

while there is substantial literature regarding the qualitative study of rural students and college-

going cultures. Limited qualitative studies are linking the two topics from the perspective of the 

administrators. This research study will add to the current literature available on rural education 

by examining how creating college-going cultures can influence their transition into college as 

well as increase the demands of an educated workforce in rural areas. The following chapter will 

provide a detailed outline of the proposed methods and design for the study.
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used for this study. The research design, 

research questions, site and participant rationale, data collection,  interviews, document analysis, 

and data analysis will be covered. It ends with quality considerations and limitations of the 

exploratory qualitative research study. 

Basic Qualitative Study 

This research study used a qualitative research design. Qualitative research was essential 

for this study because of the characteristics and nature of the research style and richly descriptive 

findings. Qualitative inquiry is rooted in quality research with a focus on the fundamental nature 

of the study. This design was necessary because of the how data was collected by the researcher 

as the primary instrument. The collection of qualitative data takes place in the field where the 

participants experience the issue or phenomenon. This research was conducted during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, so access to the field and site was very limited. Interviews were conducted 

face to face via Zoom, a digital video recording platform. Additionally, notes were taken, online 

images of the site were used, including videos, photos, and websites, and reviewed documents. 

By doing this, I used multiple sources and voices to create trustworthiness and a holistic 

approach to showcase this site's phenomenon. It is important to note if the data gathered 

represented applicants from various sites or even a large site, then a case study would have been 

the better choice for this study.
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According to Merriam (1998), “qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the 

meaning people have constructed.” This is why my role as the researcher was essential as the 

instrument beginning with my study design, how I gathered the data, coding the data, and 

interpreting it as accurately as possible. The role of the researcher according to Guba and Lincoln 

(1981) is, “They [the researcher] emphasize, describe, judge, compare, portray, evoke images, 

and created, for the reader or listener, the sense of having been there” (p. 149). It is important 

that the researcher, be adaptive to circumstances; and responsive to sensitive and nonverbal cues 

observed during interviews. Merriam (1998) stated researchers should be “tolerant for 

ambiguity”, “sensitive”, and “a good communicator”. To follow this, the research study was 

designed without any established procedures, and I remained “sensitive,” to my personal bias. 

Appropriate questions were selected and asked based on theoretical framework to practice being 

“a good communicator,” as a researcher.  

Qualitative research relies on multiple origins of data, such as interviews, documents, 

transcripts, and observations. By using various sources of data, the mission is to understand 

many realities rather than centering on one (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Since the research was 

conducted amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, only face-to-face interviews were allowed and thus, 

conducted by Zoom video-recorded. Because of the pandemic no site visits were granted.  

Additionally, qualitative research was chosen for this study as it aided in assessing how 

individual communications, interactions, and opinions about college can influence access and 

college enrollment for rural high school students. Stake (1995) suggests, “qualitative study 

capitalizes on ordinary ways of making sense” (p. 72). The current understanding of college-

going cultures and environments within rural high schools is heavily dependent upon the
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community around it. Part of that community consists of rural high school administrators, 

teachers, parents, and others and their desire for college-going environments. 

Research Questions 

According to Yin (2009), qualitative research questions should be guided by exploratory 

notions such as "how or why questions" (p. 13). Most importantly, these questions should 

provoke the researcher to learn more about an event. Creswell and Guetterman (2019) suggested 

that the most common way to gather information is to use purposeful open-ended questions in 

qualitative research. Based on these criteria, the following research questions used to drive the 

research were:  

1. How do school personnel work with families to create college-going culture? 

2. How do school personnel work with institutions of higher learning to create pathways 

to college for rural students?  

3. How do school personnel work with policy to create a college-going culture within 

their schools? 

Site and Participant Rationale 

Patton (2015) suggests that the motive behind purposeful sampling is to select research 

sites and participants that are rich with information. Participants and site selection are vital in 

helping the researcher build a more profound understanding of the phenomenon. From this 

perspective, the researcher can develop a sense of what causes or influences the site's 

phenomenon. According to Creswell and Guetterman (2019), this understanding might “provide 

‘useful’ information… help people ‘learn’… give voice to ‘silenced’ people” (Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2019, p. 206). 
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The site was chosen using state educational reports and first looking at all 142 public 

school districts within the state. The schools were then filtered by rural locale; from there, the 

sites were filtered based upon graduation rate, advanced course placement, and postsecondary 

enrollment rates. That provided three schools located in remote rural areas, nine schools located 

in distant rural areas, and four schools located in fringe rural locations. After further review of 

the remote schools, one of the remote schools was considered a K-12 attendance center, not a 

traditional high school setting. For this study, I wanted to look at the culture within a high school 

environment. From there, the schools located in remote rural locations were invited to 

participate. Only one school agreed to participate in the study.  

This study collected data from a single rural high school. By delimiting the study to a 

single rural school, it supported an in-depth analysis of administrator and teacher roles in shaping 

an environment of college readiness. The participants from this rural high school consists of 

administrators in the roles of principals, assistant principals, directors, teachers, and, coaches. 

The site chosen for this study is considered a remote town rural territory based on geographical 

location within the state. It is more than twenty-five miles from an urbanized area. Additional 

factors included in the site selection were the site's post-secondary enrollment, graduation, and 

advanced course participation rates for Academic Year 2018-2019. See Table 2 below for site 

details. Additionally, this site also boasts of being rate A as part of the state's accountability 

model for several years. For these reasons, this site was rich with data that is deeply connected to 

the study's purpose.  
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Table 2 
 
 Site Table 
 

Description Number 
Total Students 332 
Grades 9-12 
Graduation Rate 91% 
Advance Course Participation 68.8% 
Post-Secondary Enrollment 87.8% 
Free Lunch Eligible 114 
Reduced-price Lunch Eligible 35 
Ethnicity/Race: 
 
White      245     American Indian     1  
Black      72       Hispanic      6 
Asian      3         Two or More Races  5 

Gender:  
 

Male 181  
Female 151 

Note. Adapted NCES, 2018 and MDE, 2018 

The site for the current study is located in a rural high school in the Southeast. The site 

and school are referred to as Southeast Rural High School (SRHS). The school has a strong 

standing of school pride within the community; this is seen in its motto and the Red Rural Dog 

Promises. Part of this strong pride is because of the multiple generations of families who 

attended SRHS. The school's website and the school’s district website boast of its academic 

excellence as an A rated school and district. The school's moto listed on the website is, "Together 

we're better." The public school has a strong administration and faculty presence that promotes 

academic excellence to its students and other schools and students across the entire state. The 

institution has a 17:1 student teacher ratio with approximately 332 students and 19 teachers. The 

institution has roots dating back to the 1870s. The site was separated from the county school 

district in 1980 and became known as the city school district. The school is highly competitive 

with academics, band, and athletics across the state. The school's push for excellence in all things 

is known as Red Rural Dog Promise. This push for excellence is a critical factor in choosing this 

school as the site for this study.  
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Sampling participants began with an email invitation to 22 participants, including 

principals, teachers, coaches, the guidance counselor, the librarian, the athletic director, and the 

band director. Of the 22 participants invited to participate in the study, 13 responded, and 11 

participated. Table 3 below gives a detailed review of the participants invited versus those who 

participated. Additionally, the participants received an invitation email detailing the research and 

the participant's participation requirements sent directly to the potential participant from the 

researcher (See Appendix A). The email included an additional link for participants to complete 

if they were interested in participating in the study. The survey consisted of questions such as 

contact information, educational department, job title, education level, and ability to interview 

via Zoom (See Appendix B).  

Table 3 

Administration and School Personnel Invited to Participate vs. Those Participating 

Description of Personnel Number Invited Number Participated 
Principal 1 1 
Assistant Principal 2 2 
Athletic Director 1 0 
Teachers 11 5 
Teachers/Coaches 4 3 
Band Director 1 0 
Counselor 1 0 
Librarian 1 0 

 

Data Collection 

Multiple data types supported the researcher in making sense of the phenomenon being 

studied by organizing the data in themes that were common across all data sources. Ultimately, 

qualitative research worked as an inductive pattern of reasoning. Before any data collection 

occurred, I acquired permission to research from the Institutional Review Board from the 

researcher's institution. As the researcher, I had to follow all procedures required by my IRB to 
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conduct research. The research site did not require any additional permission to conduct 

research, just verbal consent from the principal, and the superintendent's written permission was 

needed.  

Interviews were my primary source of data collection. This is because the basic 

qualitative design is interview-driven and uses the participants' voices and experiences to explore 

and see the world through the eyes of those living in it (Hatch, 2002). Merriam (1998) states that 

by using a person to person interview, the researcher has the opportunity to gain a "special kind" 

of data. That is, the data is rich with detailed insight that cannot be gleaned without the 

participant sharing the experience, story, or information. The use of document analysis was used 

as a secondary means to strengthen and triangulate the data obtained directly from participant 

interviews.  

Interviews 

For this study, open-ended interviews served as the primary resource of data collection. 

The interviews provided access to the individual story, insight, and understanding of the site 

participants. Participants were invited by an email invitation to participate (Appendix A); a link 

to a demographic questionnaire (Appendix B) was located in the email. If the participant was 

interested in partaking in the study, they were asked to complete the questionnaire. Once the 

questionnaire was received, I worked with the participant to establish a time to conduct the 

interview. Before the interview was conducted, a confirmation email was sent to each participant 

with a Zoom link and the disclosure and consent forms (Appendix C). Multiple interviews were 

conducted to obtain various participants' perspectives based on their experiences and roles at the 

site. Before each interview, I walked each participant through the interview protocol (Appendix 

D). The interview questions consisted of open-ended, unstructured, and semi-structured 
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questions. The questions were designed to encourage participants to discuss their opinions and 

experiences at the site. This was important because of the different subjects and courses taught 

by the participants. I also used follow-up and clarification questions to ease the participant into a 

conversation and allow for additional follow up if needed after the interview. Each participant 

interviewed once, and each session went over 60 minutes; refer to table 4 Participant Interview 

Times for further details on each participant's time. 

Table 4 

Participant Interview Times 

Description of Personnel Interview Time 
Hour: minutes 

Head Principal 1:28  
Assistant Principal 1:17 
Assistant Principal/Online School Director 1:30 
Math Teacher 1:10 
English Teacher 1:14 
English Teacher 1:10 
Spanish Teacher 1:07 
Special Education Teacher 1:12 
Science Teacher/Soccer Coach 1:40 

Interviews were conducted via Zoom and recorded. As the researcher, I had to adapt to 

circumstances and be responsive to sensitive and nonverbal cues observed during Zoom 

interviews. Before each interview began, I reminded and confirmed the participant previously 

agreed to the recording of the session. As the researcher, I made notes during the interview and 

immediately after each interview. This helped me make observations of the surroundings of the 

participant's classroom. It also allowed me to debrief myself regarding the information shared 

with me. After each interview, transcriptions were made and compared to the audio recording 

and notes. Participants were allowed to examine their interview transcripts before data analysis. 

All data was kept secure and confidential. Participant names were changed to protect 

their identity. The school’s mascot and each participant was renamed and given a pseudonym of 
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one of the researcher's classmates or the researcher's family dogs. The study school's identity and 

the individual participants' identities were not disclosed, including transcripts and emails, to 

ensure participants' confidentiality. All documents, transcripts, and digital recordings will be 

destroyed one year after the study is complete.  

Document analysis 

Document analysis was used to understand the environment of the school. As the 

researcher, I carefully analyzed the institution's website, school videos, newspaper articles, the 

schools' motto, the school's Red Rural Dog Promise, yearbooks, and student handbooks. I also 

received a few emails from participants with documents or additional information and 

explanations for their stories. According to Merriam (2009), data found in document analysis 

does not always correspond with finding in interviews or observations; this is because those data 

often conflict with each other. As the researcher, I utilized document analysis to triangulate the 

interviews' data to look for disparities. No documents were coded and used part as part of the 

data collected from the interviews. They were read, watched, and grouped mostly with more 

prominent themes. Each document was used to better understand the site and its environment, 

except for one document, the student handbook. This handbook was used to fill in the gaps in the 

site's institutional policy.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is essential in producing an authentic interpretation of the data collected. 

Because of its fundamental role in research, Merriam (1988) and Marshall and Rossman (2016) 

suggest it should be collected and analyzed simultaneously during the investigation. The data 

that emerges from qualitative research is rich in description, and it appears in the form of words 

from the participants and documents under review (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1990; Locke et al., 1987;
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Marshall & Rossman, 1989; Merriam, 1988). Stake (1995) suggests researchers acknowledge the 

significance of accurately evaluating data, but that they also distinguish the importance of 

decoding the meaning of the data.  

As the researcher, I began reviewing the data with an initial preliminary exploratory 

analysis of the data to identify general patterns or themes within the data by reading through all 

the data, reviewing field notes, asking clarifying questions of participants, and organizing the 

collected data. The data collected from interviewing participants went through two rounds of 

coding after each interview was transcribed and reviewed for accuracy by the participant. The 

first round of coding was based on Structural Coding. According to Saldaña (2016) Structural 

Coding “both codes and initially categorizes the data corpus to examine comparable segments’ 

commonalities, differences, and relationships” (pg. 98). I carefully read line by line through each 

transcript and made notes of large themes based on the layout of the interview protocol; this 

process helped me lump single lines and paragraphs into large groups of data continue to analyze 

the data. This process also allowed me an understanding of the data. I then began the process of 

deciphering additional themes within the data. During this, I began to compile list of recurring 

themes, challenges, and commonalities among the participant interviews. After the data was 

coded and labeled, I began a process of interconnecting the themes, by making connections with 

the topics based on an event or series of events (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).  

Once the first round of data were coded, I began the second round of Pattern Coding. I 

began condensing data into smaller, manageable units to develop major themes within the data. 

This allowed me to analyze large and small themes and lump them into common themes 

provided by the participants. The themes that emerged began to align with the themes and 

categories in Chapter two and Perna and Thomas’s theoretical framework to see how schools, 
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families, and policy influence student success. The data is organized in Chapter four to show 

similarities and some differences in the findings. Some themes appeared that were unforeseen 

and difficult to put into groups, but according to Creswell (2012), this is not uncommon because 

they tend to connect to multiple themes in the data.  

The overall goal of data analysis, according to Merriam (2009), is to make sense and find 

meaning in the data by consolidating and interpreting it as the researcher who has collected it 

through reading, listening, and seeing. Merriam further explains this process by grouping data in 

ways to answer the research questions. Chapter four discusses how the data for this study was 

segmented into themes to answer the research questions.  

Quality Considerations 

Before any site visits or data collection occurred, I ensured each participant’s 

identification remained confidential. This confidentiality remained once the participant agreed to 

participate in the study. Any information connecting the participant’s identities, the site, and the 

data was available to only me. All participants had the option to decline from participating in the 

study at any time. Each participant was asked to review a copy of their final transcript before any 

data was coded. This step was to ensure the data and words accurately exhibited their intentions 

and lived experiences at the site. This is a form of quality assurance known as member checking 

(Appendix E). This step helped in creating accuracy in the data but also in triangulating data 

correctly. Since the study was at a single site, the multiple participants allowed for triangulation 

among the principals and teachers, which increased the findings’ validity. Triangulation was 

established by linking similar themes, descriptions, and ideas shared by individual participants 

with the other participants. It was further increased by document analysis by confirming 

participants' statements, specifically when referring to policy.
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Limitations 

With all research, there are limitations that each researcher must face regarding their 

study. For this particular study, there are a few specific to COVID, to the site and then the 

researcher's limitations. Site specific limitations are the complex nature of single-site research 

and the applicant pool's size available at the site. The intent behind this study's limitations is to 

provide background and create an opportunity for future research. Additionally, full details of 

methodology and reliability of the study are discussed in Chapter three. 

COVID 

COVID-19 prohibited an actual site visit that would have allowed the researcher the 

opportunity to explore the site in person. Because of this limitation, I could not physically walk 

the hallways, visit classrooms, and interact in person with my participants. As a result of this 

limitation, I had to utilize the school's website and social media pages for images of the site, 

students, staff, digital yearbooks, and videos. However, the website and social media pages 

allowed ample data to conclude and accurately understand the site's physical appearance, school 

spirit, and culture.  

Participant pool size 

The participant pool of this study was limited based on the actual size of the site itself. Of 

the twenty-nine names listed on the school's staff directory, twenty-two were invited to the 

participant, but only eleven participated and completed their interview. Three other participants 

agreed to participate but did not respond to confirm interview time after multiple attempts, or 

they did not show up to their scheduled Zoom interview. One of those participants was the 

school counselor who implements and organizes many of the things that promote college-going 
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culture. Not having the guidance counselor's voice limited the view and scope of her day-to-day 

practices and experiences working to create the college at the site. 

I quickly learned that some of the participants talked and encouraged others to participate 

in the study because they enjoyed the interview experience. However, by the eleventh interview, 

my participant told me she googled her responses to my questions based on what other 

participants shared with her. This limited her data scope from being her own opinion and 

experience to what she researched before our interview; that portion of the data was not used in 

the research. Additionally, data saturation was slightly reached because the site was small, and 

participants began talking and sharing information with one another. By the time the seventh 

interview took place, all participants had started describing similar experiences and details, 

regardless of how the interview questions were changed or asked. The more participants 

interviewed explained that a previous participant warned them of specific questions. Finally, 

during the eleventh participant interview, the participant explained how they googled some of the 

answers before the interview. The participant shared they spoke with other participants and had 

an idea of what would be asked during the interview. I decided it was time to end the participant 

search because the information shared was no longer original of the individual participant. 

Additional details of the applicant pool are provided in Table 3. 

Researcher’s background 

As the researcher, it is essential to know my personal bias when collecting, reviewing, 

and interpreting the data. I made every attempt to intentionally review and analyze the data as 

unbiased as possible to hold to the participant's voices and experiences. I have spent ten years in 

higher education, and my passion for continuing the work and research is my own experience 

attending a rural high school. I have witnessed changes in policy and mindsets to encourage and 
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hinder college goals in rural high schools. Through this study, I hope that the participants' voices 

will create an understanding and desire to incorporate this type of culture at other rural high 

schools by generating new policy implementation and buy-in with key stakeholders at various 

rural schools.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter covered a summary of the researcher’s philosophical assumptions, the 

planned research approach, how to recruit and protect the research participants, the intention of 

the researcher when collecting and analyzing data, how the researcher intends to provide 

trustworthiness when conducting research and protecting sites and participants, and limitations 

foreseen by the researcher of the study. The primary purpose of the research is to gain a better 

understanding of how powerful environments are in rural education.  
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CHAPTER 4:  

FINDINGS 

Overview 

This qualitative study aimed to learn from the perspectives of the administrators and 

personnel who work to create the environment of college-going culture within their high school. 

How the participants perceived their school environment and how they understood their role in 

creating a college readiness culture. This study illustrates how the perceptions of the 

environment, policy, and culture can influence college choice perceptions. At the study site, the 

most common influencers of the environment were the location of the neighboring community 

college and college entrance exam scores. While the majority saw their day-to-day activities as 

usual and non-influential to the overall environment, they all saw the importance of continuing 

the school's environment.  

The Red Rural Dog Promise describes the overall environment (Appendix F). A mural of 

the standard is displayed in the commons area where students and staff meet daily for lunch. The 

majority of the participants interviewed referred to this standard throughout their interview. The 

Red Rural Dog Promise mural image is included because of the way the promise, which include 

four pillars, that influence decisions outside of the classroom. The pillars of the standard are 

respect, loyal, leaders, and integrity. These pillars sit on a foundation of academics, community, 

activities, and expectations. Furthermore, it is included because the majority of participants 

referenced it throughout their interview as a reason for their success, culture, or environment. 
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The study site is known as the city school which separated from the county school district 

in 1980 and became a separate school district. The history attached to this school goes back to 

the 1870s. The school has a strong standing of pride within the community; this is seen in its 

motto and the Red Rural Dog Promises. The school's website and the school district website 

boast of its academic excellence as an A rated school and district. The school's moto listed on the 

website is "Together we're better." The public school has a strong administration and faculty 

presence that promotes academic excellence to its students and other schools and students across 

the entire state. 

The school district created the state's first and only online school district. As part of the 

agreement with the state's department of education, the online school district must provide 

courses to schools and students throughout the state facing teacher shortages or lack of certified 

instructors. The participants shared they wanted to provide an opportunity for students outside of 

the SRHS school district to take advanced placement courses and college preparatory courses 

without having to commute to SRHS. However, after inquiring more, the state would only allow 

the online school district to form if the classes were made available to all students within the 

state. The state also utilized this to help provide qualified licensed teachers to school districts 

within the state that did not have qualified teachers in particular subject areas. The online school 

is just one example of how the administration and teachers at BHS strive for academic 

excellence that also influences the culture at the site. The participants each had differing 

experiences and opinion of the schools culture and environment.  

Participants Profiles 

The administrators and personnel in the study have different stories, experiences, and 

educational backgrounds. There were 11 participants, including three principals, five teachers, 
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and three teachers with additional roles, such as a coach. The majority of the participants have 

worked at the site for over ten years. Some of the participants worked at different schools or 

careers before teaching at BHS. See Table 5 for more details on participant demographics. Some 

participants have multiple roles, such as teacher and coach or teacher, coach, and bus driver. 

Others were solely teachers with additional duties such as club sponsors or homecoming 

committee.  

Data gathered from the participants speaks of experiences and perceptions of the site's 

overall environment and their attitudes of college readiness. Most participants articulated their 

stance on college readiness, even knowing that all students would not go to college after high 

school. Views on college readiness and college culture changed depending upon the participant's 

role at school and subject area. All participants shared similar overall ideas and opinions about 

the environment.  

The study site has a traditional structure of Superintendent, School Board members, 

Principals, and Teachers. State and federal policies that impact the site must first filter to the 

Superintendent and School Board. The Principals then work with personnel to implement those 

changes. This particular site has various policies created at the site level enforced by personnel 

and principals that influence the school's academic excellence culture. This is a standard 

structure for hierarchy within the site's state. For more information on the participants, see 

Table4 Participants Described. The participant profile section introduces each participant, 

beginning with an introduction of the participant, their current role at SRHS, their views on rural 

education, their personal why, and then goes into their interpretation of the some of the themes 

found during the research at the site, environment, practices, and policy. 
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Table 5 

 Participants Described 

Name Role Subject Area Years  
at Site 

General Description 

Joel Principal -- 16 Former History teacher 
Coach 
 

Timothy Assistant Principal -- 13 Came out of retirement 
to work part-time/Former 
math teacher/head 
principal 

Stephen Middle School 
Principal  

-- 16 Director of Online 
Learning 
 

Christopher Teacher & Coach History/Head 
Baseball Coach 

6 Recently began teaching 
CCR Course and 
coaching football 
 

Lee Teacher Spanish Teacher -- Sponsor of several clubs 
     
Janelle Teacher English 23 Teaches State 

Achievement Course  
 

Joshua Teacher & Coach Science/Soccer 
Coach 
 

15 AP Courses 

Fiona Teacher Math 7 Teaches State 
Achievement Course 
 

Winston Teacher & Coach History/Tennis 
Coach 

9 Teaches State 
Achievement Course & 
AP Courses 

Annie Teacher Special 
Education  
 

23  

Bell Teacher English 23 Dual Enrollment 
Instructor 
 

Joel 

There was one head principal at the site, Joel. Joel did not grow up in the town of the site 

or attend the site as a student. He grew up in another rural location within the state; when he 
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graduated high school, he went to one of the state’s four-year universities. Joel has been with the 

site for 16 years as a teacher and coach and has been in the head principal role for three years. He 

also served as assistant principal under his current assistant principal. Joel’s time and previous 

positions at the institution helped him understand the importance of teacher roles and coaching 

experience. It helped him set standards and understand the importance of creating a culture for 

his staff and students. Joel described his role as principal as an inverted pyramid, 

Imagine a pyramid. I see an inverted triangle and I’m at the bottom balancing everyone 
over me. And my teachers are just above me in the middle of the pyramid. I support 
them. And the larger portion, if you can envision that triangle. The largest portion is at 
the top. And they are supporting our students. That’s just that’s our culture here. 

  
Joel’s understanding of rural education was similar to some of the other participants. He 

was aware that his school was considered rural. The main reason he believed this is because the 

region where the school is located. Furthermore, he acknowledged that the entire state, for the 

most part, is considered rural. Upon further discussion, I asked if he saw himself as a rural 

educator. He said yes. He clarified that regardless of what his staff said, they were rural 

educators too. To learn more about the participants, I asked what motivated them to work with 

high school students. Joel responded that he grew up in a rural community, attended a rural high 

school, and was the first to participate in college. His why helped motivate him to continue his 

work. “I want to see them be successful. It is rewarding to help someone and see them be 

successful.” The more I learned about Joel through his story, and from the other participants’, I 

became aware of how much he wants everyone on his team to be successful.  

Timothy 

Two assistant principals participated in the study; one served at the site, Timothy. 

Timothy’s ties ran deep within the school and the community. He attended SRHS as a student 

and graduated from it in 1970. His highest degree earned is a master’s degree. He has over 25 
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years of experience in education. His educational journey started as a high school math teacher. 

Then according to him, he got the administration bug and served four and a half years as an 

assistant principal and finally as a high school principal for 20 years. During that time as head 

principal, the current principal, Joel, served as his assistant principal. The tone in Timothy’s 

voice throughout his interview was always cheerful. When asked about his role, Timothy tells 

me he is retired. He retired three years ago and decided to come back as part-time to be the 

assistant principal.  

When asked questions regarding rural education and his view of his school as rural, he 

said, “we are.” He brought up great examples of the small town atmosphere with a few 

restaurants and stores. He seemed to appreciate being a part of a rural community. It made me 

wonder if his role as an administrator and a local in the community influenced his appreciation of 

rurality. Timothy explained the school was located inside the city limits, but the city is small. He 

confirmed most of the students at SRHS lived within the town’s city limits, and only a few lived 

in the county.  

True to Timothy’s friendly demeanor and kind tone, he laughed when asked what 

motivated him to work with high school students. Timothy knew in high school that he wanted to 

be a math teacher. After teaching math for several years, he got “the administration bug” and 

decided to become a principal. He told me he loves it, it keeps him busy and he never has a dull 

moment. 

Stephen  

Stephen served at the middle school as the Assistant Principal and the Director of the 

Online School District. As a participant, Stephen's role was vital because he prepared middle 

school students to transition into a high school with a competitive college-going culture. He 



 

58 

shared how closely he and several 8th-grade teachers worked with the high school principals 

regarding creating schedules for the incoming 9th graders. Additionally, he worked closely with 

many high school teachers because he was the Online School District Director. When asked 

about his role, Stephen said, “trying to balance those some days is kind of hard.” He was a 

former math teacher and had been at the middle school for 16 years; before working at the 

middle school, he worked four years at the county school. His voice and accent reminded me of 

being in high school. He embodied the role of the principal. Stephen responded to all of my 

questions with straightforward and to the point answers. At times, he seemed slightly distracted 

and would respond to messages on his phone. It was clear that he was very busy.  

Stephen was quick to point out his concerns with rural education were lack of internet. As 

a middle school principal in a rural state, he seemed very aware of the issue, but mostly he 

seemed aware of the problem because of his dual role. He shared he was in a meeting earlier that 

day discussing the challenges of taking the entire school K-12 online because of the current 

COVID situation. He believed the rural student’s basic needs are met, for example, electricity. 

However, he was concerned with their internet access. He shared that the school district’s main 

concern was a small group of students without internet access. When asked if he considered 

himself a rural educator, he said, “I personally, don’t.” He pointed out that he does know he is a 

rural educator, but he does not work under that mindset. 

When asked about why he became a teacher, he did not express education as a passion; 

he said it is his job. Based on his tone and his constant referring to COVID, I gathered that 

COVID created additional challenges for him. He ended the topic with a statement about his 

commitment to helping students. 
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Lee 

Lee was the first participant to schedule an interview with me. She was full of excitement and 

energy. She spoke quickly, and it was hard to keep up with her at times, but her passion for 

teaching gave me chills. Lee was in her ninth year at SRHS and was the only Spanish teacher at 

the site. She moved here from the Dominican Republic and had a rich accent when she talked. 

Her voice was full of excitement, and she seemed ready to share. Lee gave me several examples 

of how she shared information about college to her students. She was quick to inform me that she 

did not believe that sharing college information was just the counselor’s job; it was everyone’s 

duty to communicate this type of information. Lee told me that she looks it up when students 

come to her for help if she did not know. Lee described the environment at SRHS as great for 

both teachers and students. Her Spanish class was an elective course, so all students are not 

required to take it. She informed me that the students who take Spanish take it to qualify for the 

school’s Honors and Hall of Fame. She also sponsored several clubs at the site, Sociedad 

Honoraria Hispanica (National Spanish Honor Society), which she started, and she also 

sponsored the Scholar’s Bowl Team. When asked about her students, Lee said, “The majority of 

the students, the ones that take my class go to college. Either to a two year first, then transfer or a 

straight to a four year.” 

Lee’s rural education perspective was interesting because of her growing up and living in 

another country. She explained that she commutes 45 minutes each day to teach at SRHH. Lee 

shared that she tries to “bring the world to her classroom” and students. When Lee shared her 

why her voice changed to a new level of joy and excitement, her eyes glistened, and she smiled. 

Finally, she explained that every day was different. She shared that her goal was to “bring the 
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world to her classroom” that by doing this, helped her share ideas and knowledge with her 

students, but she also learned a lot from them. 

I would do this for free if I could, I mean, I need money. But if I win the lottery 
tomorrow, I would still be teaching you for free. They know I am there because of how 
wonderful they are.  
 

Lee’s passion for teaching and helping students was impactful. She knew she was part of a 

bigger team that worked together to help students. She knew she had a role to play in helping her 

students get ready for college. 

Janelle 

Janelle’s accent was rich in southern tones, and very matter of fact. She spoke with 

experience and kindness. Janelle began her education work in Pre-K and, throughout the years, 

she moved from Pre-K to middle school and from middle school to high school. She taught 11th 

and 12th grade English and the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) Literacy Ready 

course for 7th-12th students. She explained to me the SREB course was a course that she 

required additional certification to teach. This course was offered to students with a composite 

score of 15 on their ACT. According to Janelle, the course aimed to prevent students from 

having a developmental hold on their record when they entered college. Janelle worked with 

students who had college aspirations and who did not. Her stories and experiences of working 

with students were extensive after 23 years of working at the school. Janelle’s goal was to 

prepare her students for life. She said she was happy to share her education journey and wanted 

all of her students to further their education. Still, she was aware that some of the students would 

end their education journey after graduation. 

I asked her to share her thoughts on what made a student rural to her; she said her rural 

students have hands-on experiences from home. She explained the student’s she worked with are 
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the students who are not interested in the college path. Janelle’s students were more likely to 

attend the local vocational school. She connected with these students. Janelle said that most of 

her students were vocational students who planned to go directly into the workforce after 

college. Those students planned to stay in their hometown. She said she found herself connecting 

more with those students. 

Janelle’s why was motivated by her experience in education. She shared that she quickly 

realized that Pre-K was not the place for her. She was not fond of entertaining kids, so she 

changed her mind. She taught 9th grade English for almost seven years and was encouraged by 

her former principal to take the 11th-12th grade English class. She was hesitant at first, but she 

knew it was where she needed to be. She liked being able to talk to her students, and they were 

old enough to have those one-on-one conversations with her. Janelle shared that she tells her life 

story to her students to encourage them to be ready for life after high school. 

Fiona 

Fiona has been at the site for seven years. She taught Algebra I and II, her Algebra I 

course was a state tested course that impacted students’ graduation requirements and the site’s 

accountability score. Her Algebra II course consisted of students from 10th-12th grade. Fiona 

attended SRHS when she was in high school, so her roots and experience at SRHS went deep. 

She was friendly and spoke about helping her students. When she graduated from SRHS, she 

attended the community college next door and then moved to other colleges and universities. Her 

highest degree earned was a master’s degree. Fiona also taught courses for the site’s online 

school district and the local community college. She referred to her teaching style as motherly. 

She appeared friendly and approachable but could be firm if needed. 
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Fiona’s thoughts on rural education focused more on status, like socioeconomic. She told 

me SRHS had many low socioeconomic students, but that did not define her students. Like other 

participants, Fiona was aware she worked at a rural school, but it did not influence how she 

taught or helped students. She describes the majority of her students as “just seeking an 

opportunity, seeking someone to believe in them.” 

Fiona’s inspiration to teach came from her mom, who was also a math teacher. She did 

her student teaching with first graders and said she missed them, but it was not the same as 

working with high school students. Her mom was part of the reason she switched to high school 

students. She had 12 job offers from kindergarten to 12th grade when she began looking for a 

teaching job. She explains that her students are at a life-altering age. They need someone to show 

them how to do things and to be there to help guide them. 

Annie 

Annie worked as a Special Education teacher; she referred to herself as a tutorial teacher. 

When asked about the title tutorial, she explained, “I try not to single them [her special education 

students] out.” She had a master’s degree and has worked at the school district for 23 years. Her 

first 12 years, she worked at the elementary school, and the past nine years, she has worked at 

the site. Annie shared her husband worked at the county vo-tech. She had one child in college, 

and one was a senior at SRHS. Several other participants mentioned Annie during their interview 

with me.  

Annie did not grow up near SRHS, so her thoughts of SRHS as a rural school were 

simple; she did. She told me many of the people in SRHS and the town did not feel the same 

way. Annie said the school was small enough that everyone knows everyone. She explained that 

afterschool activities were limited, and people had to commute twenty-thirty minutes for dance, 
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cheer, and baseball lessons. Annie shared, her students had limited resources compared to urban 

students. She used public transportation and busing services as an example. Her students did not 

have that resource to use to travel to work or special services. Her work influenced Annie's 

experience and thoughts on rural education. She said many of her students had not been exposed 

to the arts. They do not get the opportunity to go to museums, plays, or even the zoo. 

Annie’s why was motivated by her cousin. Her cousin had cerebral palsy, and he was her 

inspiration to work with the special education population. She told me she wanted to know more 

about what helped him learn. She then shared one summer she worked at a special needs camp, 

and a  girl with down’s syndrome won her over. Until that moment, she planned to be a 

pharmacist, and then “Wendy just did something to my heart.” She explained that working with 

special education students was a calling and not something to take lightly. When she met Wendy, 

she revealed she knew, “God called me to be a special ed teacher, that it was a calling.” 

Christopher 

Christopher was SRHS's head baseball coach, an assistant football coach, a History 

teacher, and taught a new state-mandated course, Career and College Readiness Course (CCR). 

He was in his coach's office with football helmets in the background and the school mascot 

painted on the ceiling during our interview. Christopher was not a native to SRHS but had been 

working there for six years. Before working at SRHS, he worked several years at other school 

districts and reflected upon those experiences throughout his interview. He was working on his 

master's degree and reflected upon his classes when speaking with me.  

When asked about rural education, Christopher shared that he was a rural educator and 

contributed to the school's demographics and location. He clarified this by describing limited 

resources, distance to town, and students outside the city limits. He said with laughter in his 
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voice that they lived away from "essentials like McDonald's and Walmart." When asked what 

motivated him to teach, he explained that some of his previous coaches inspired him; he clarified 

the inspiration was not solely sports, but how those things translate off the field. He explained he 

wanted to mentor his students the same way his coaches mentored him for life, not sports.  

Joshua 

Joshua was the school's Anatomy and Physiology, Zoology, AP Biology, and soccer 

coach. He was a graduate of SRHS; this was his fifteenth year of teaching at SRHS and twenty-

ninth year of teaching. Joshua had a master's degree with several hours beyond. He did not need 

much time to reflect on his responses, even when pressed for more details. His eyes lite up when 

asked about the school's environment or his experience working with students. He explains that 

he did not just teach biology, but he lived it, especially during the summer months. He described 

his summer days with him riding a four-wheeler in creeks, catching turtles, and reptiles for his 

classes. Joshua stated his students did not have a class pet like a hamster, but instead, he brought 

snakes and turtles to his classes.  

Joshua was quick to clarify SRHS was rural. He noted that the entire region of the state 

was rural, and most of the students live in homes where the parents own several acres of land. In 

his opinion, most of the students at SRHS did not live in small or confined spaces, but instead, 

they had big yards and lots of animals. He said his students had responsibilities at home, and 

those responsibilities, in his opinion, improved their work ethic in the classroom and sports. He 

described the town as more of a farm community with some industry in the city. Joshua shared 

one thing he believed made them rural: the people in the community stay; they do not leave.  

Joshua was an Eagle Scout and earned his eagle badge after his 15th birthday. The boy 

Scouts inspired him to continue to mentor youth. After he got to college, he began questioning 
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what to do with a biology degree; he remembered his scouting days. “The greatest thing is seeing 

how I can influence other people’s lives.” He shared the older guys that worked with him as a 

scout influenced him, and he wanted to do the same. He shared stories about his students falling 

in love with reptiles and hatching chickens in class. He shared he gets excited seeing them learn 

and excited about science.  

Winston 

Winston was the school’s 11th-12th grade history teacher and tennis coach. He taught AP 

History, U.S. History, Government, and Economics. Winston had a specialist degree; he has 

been teaching for twelve years and was in his ninth year at SRHS. Winston had a long beard, 

calm voice, and spoke slowly. Winston shared he used to do consultant work in education, so he 

traveled to multiple schools and districts throughout the state and neighboring states. He brought 

a wealth of knowledge and experience to the interview. Winston was sitting in his classroom, 

with a wall covered in plaques and awards behind him. He referred to it as his “all about me 

wall.” He shared that he used it to encourage his students to work hard and earn the awards. He 

pointed to his wall and said, “Any of this up here-- these degrees or plaques came from hard 

work and devotion. And anybody can do it. Anybody in this class can work hard and can 

achieve.” 

When discussing rural education, Winston believed SRHS was a rural and city mix, not 

so much urban. He acknowledged they are a small town with several farms. He described them 

as a tight-knit community where everyone knew everyone. However, a community college is 

located right across the street from the SRHS, and they have several large employers in town. 

Winston shared he traveled and consulted schools much more rural than SRHS, so he did not 

think of himself and his students as rural as many schools in the state. He shared his concern was 
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to prepare his students for their future. Winston was inspired to teach when he was a teenager; he 

knew he wanted to go to college. He shared that he grew up a minister's son, so he worked with 

the kids at church, and when he got older, he became a Sunday school teacher. Winston shared 

that he worked in an industrial setting before going to college, but he did not feel like he was 

"doing anything or making change" and was wasting his time. So he decided to become a teacher 

because he knew things were missing in his life, and he wanted to feel like he was not wasting 

his time anymore.  

Bell 

Bell was the last participant to interview. She shared that she was very blunt at times and 

freely shared her thoughts. She was the school’s ninth-grade English teacher and the English 

Composition (Comp) I and II teacher. She explained comp I and II are dual enrollment courses 

that students can take in high school to get college-level Comp I and II out of the way before 

they get to college. She had a master’s degree with several hours beyond, and Bell was a wealth 

of information. She shared her perspective as a teacher and a parent. 

As mentioned earlier, Bell was the last participant to interview, so before our interview, 

she spoke with other participants and decided to google specific responses regarding SRHS's 

rurality. From her Google search, she shared that the school is not rural; it was urban. I shared 

the rural definition used for the study was from the National Department of Agriculture and 

looked at the distance between the site and metropolitan cities. I also shared with Bell that a 

limited number of limited number schools within the state are considered urban based on the 

definition. For her profile purposes, I removed the section on rural education because Bell's 

responses were based on the information shared during our conversation on rural. In the end, she 
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understood and agreed that SRHS was rural; however, I wanted her unbiased and uninfluenced 

responses on rural education, not answers based on our conversation. 

Her students inspired Bell. She shared she liked seeing her students grow. She explained 

that she got them in the 9th grade and watched them grow and become better citizens over the 

four years. She told me she saw them grow and learn, and sometimes learning took place 

“through the hard knocks of life.” But she loved to “witness their growth period” as they 

progressed through high school. 

Participant Summary 

I quickly learned that many of the participants did not view themselves as rural educators 

when asked directly, but when asked to describe and explain their ideas and perceptions of rural 

students and communities, they began to see the similarities between their students and their idea 

of rural students. 

Themes 
Based on the research questions, the following themes emerged throughout the data as 

reasons behind SRHS’s college-going culture. The first theme that emerged was the 

environment. Participants noted the environment at SRHS felt like a community and family. 

Most participants described the environment as prideful, family atmosphere, a sense of 

community, very supportive, and expectations. The most commonly used phrase among 

participants was a “sense of community.”   

The second theme to emerge based on the questions asked was a duty to prepare. This 

theme emerged based on the site’s practices, attitudes, and standards. The participants expressed 

a responsibility to prepare their students for life after high school, whether college or the 

workforce.  
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The final theme that emerged was how policy impacted the site’s environment and 

practices. This theme may be the most prominent but also hidden. One of the participants, 

Winston, explained policy as the “rules of the game.” When asked directly, most of the 

participants could not articulate how policy impacts their day-to-day practices; however, when 

speaking with Joel, he acknowledged working to prevent the impact of policy on his teachers. 

Table 6 Theoretical Framework and Merged Themes break down the themes based upon their 

relationship with Perna and Thomas’s Integrated Conceptual Model of Student Success (2008). 

Building on theory, the themes listed below, are not in the order of appearance in the data but 

their context with theory.  

Table 6 
 
 Merged Themes with Theoretical Framework 
Theme Additional Themes Perna and Thomas 

Context 
College-Going 
Culture 

Theme 1 
Environment 
(Sense of 
Community) 

Very Supportive, 
Expectations, 
Prideful and Family 
Atmosphere 

Family and 
Community 

Attitudes 
Practices 
Environment 

Theme 2 
Standards 
(Red Rural Dog 
Promises and Duty to 
Prepare Students) 

Attitudes, 
Environment, 
Practices, and 
Support 

School Attitudes 
Practices 
Environment 

Theme 3 
Policy 
(Rules of the Game) 

Attitudes, Practices 
Put into Place, and 
Accountability 

Social, economic, and 
Policy 

Attitudes 
Practices 
Environment 

 
Environment 

The environment is connected with layer 2, Family Context, on Perna and Thomas’s 

Integrated Conceptual Model of Student Success (2008). This layer looks at the resources 

provided by the school and community to the individual and the family. The following section 

looks at SRHS’s work at creating environments at the school and within the community to 
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support college-going culture and buy-in with the family and community. When discussing the 

environment at SRHS, several themes emerged among the participants. Some of the themes were 

consistent with the site being a small rural school, while some were exclusive to the site.  

Below are general descriptions form the participants regarding the site’s environment. 

According to the participants, the environment provided them with a Sense of Community and 

Support. The support within SRHS, from the participants’ perspective, was a top-down approach 

built upon a foundation of academic excellence. The next theme within the environment 

was Standards, specifically the Red Rural Dog Promise. The third theme to emerge in the 

environment was Community Support. This community support looks explicitly at how the site 

worked with parents and the community.  

Sense of Community 

The majority of the participants described the overall environment of SRHS as a 

community or a sense of community. Joel, shared SRHS is very intentional about their 

environment. Timothy described two different environments at the site; one was academics and 

the other one full of extracurricular activities with lots of community support. Of the 345 

students enrolled at the school, two-thirds play in the band or play sports. Timothy told me about 

the multiple state championships in cheerleading, baseball, football, and basketball. He explained 

that the band had close to 100 students in it and had repeatedly won numerous state 

championships over the past ten years. Timothy then explained the extracurricular atmosphere 

gave the school a sense of pride and created bonds between the school and the local community. 

Winston reinforced Timothy’s view on the environment. He added, in addition to the 

extracurricular that they have very competitive students. He also described the band as a way to 

give students a purpose who are not in the athletics an opportunity. He shared the school works 
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hard to create an environment where every student has a place in it and described how the band 

played its part in that role. He shared the band teaches students to be self-motivated and 

disciplined. As an educator, Winston shared that band, athletics, and other programs were vital 

because they taught students “how have to hold the line,” and the students learned how to be 

highly disciplined because of these programs. 

Timothy and Fiona both described it as a “family atmosphere,” and the staff enjoyed 

working with each other. Lee, Winston, Joel, Fiona, Joshua, Bell, and Annie shared similar 

sentiments about the family atmosphere and working together. Annie described the environment 

as very supportive and lively with a broad sense of community. She explained that the teachers 

work hard for students by supporting their ideas instead of shutting them down. They encouraged 

their students to be creative. She shared how her special education students fit into the 

environment at SRHS. Her students took classes with the general education population students 

starting in the 9th grade. She explained inclusion was offered to K-8th grade students. Inclusion 

was when special education students were placed in separate classes from the general education 

population. Once they got into 9th grade, they took the same courses as the general education 

population and were considered tutorial students. She was no longer in the classroom with her 

students, so she would check in on them throughout the day or help them with accommodations 

or tutoring. She shared the following about her students when they enter into the general 

education population.  

It’s like the kids take care of each other. I would say the general education population 
they know my students are tutorial. But they don’t necessarily call them out. They take 
care of them. They make sure they have what they need in a classroom. These students 
[special education] have been in class with them [general education] and tend to watch 
out for them and help when they can. 
Part of creating this intentional environment comes from getting the teachers to be a part 

of the community. As a way to be as more than just teachers, they participate in events at SRHS. 
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When asked about participating in student-faculty events, Fiona shared they have several events 

throughout the year. One is a faculty dance-off at pep rallies, talent shows, and faculty-student 

basketball games. Fiona believes these events "help the students realize that we're not just 

hardcore teachers," but it helps make them relatable to the students. 

Leadership and Support 

Timothy’s second environment was academics; he explained that they stress academics 

first and foremost to their students and that every student was encouraged to do their best and 

work hard. This academic environment began day one of high school for students; he shared 

students were encouraged as early as the 9th and 10th grade to start preparing for Advanced 

Placement courses and taking the ACT. Timothy correlated high ACT scores to a scholarship 

opportunity, and that is how he sold it to his students and their parents. 

Stephen described the general support at the site as top-down support. Timothy mirrored 

this idea by sharing the community was top-down support. He said it was top-down, starting with 

the school board and how they set the tone by allowing everyone to do their jobs and their part. 

He stated that the superintendent and the school board’s leadership allowed the principals to do 

their jobs; they did not feel micromanaged. Because of this freedom, the principals provided this 

same freedom to their teachers. Timothy remarked how the school board did not bother them. 

They never had surprise visits or required anything of the principals. The principals had free 

range to run their school their way. He explained this by sharing the principals were allowed to 

hire who they wanted to without pressure from the school board. He continued with, “they let us 

do our job.” He shared similar thoughts about the superintendent. Stephen explained that because 

the principals feel this type of freedom and support, they can pass this on to their teachers. He 



 

 72  

shared his philosophy was, “you’re the expert in the classroom.” He said teachers are not 

micromanaged. Their “job is to teach, and I’m going to let you do that.” Timothy, Stephen, and  

Winston all described the overall environment as “very cohesive,” and they all work together as 

a team to collaborate.  

Stephen said this about the top-down leadership,  

And that’s just top-down and even passed down to the teachers. Our philosophy, to the 
teachers; you’re the expert in that classroom. We expect you to know; I don’t come in 
and micromanage your classroom. I’ll observe you. I’ll watch you. I’ll help you. But your 
job is to teach, and I’m going to let you do that. 
 
Winston described the environment as dynamic teams between teachers and leaders. He 

mimicked other participants in that he felt it was a very tight-knit group of educators. He 

described them as very goal-oriented, and leadership seemed to hire very goal-oriented people. 

When explaining the leadership style, he said, "We're not under a cloud of oppression or 

anything like that." He felt like he worked with teachers and leaders at SRHS that enjoy sharing 

ideas and working together. He pointed out that they do not have many meetings; he said they 

took care of most things talking to each other in the hallway. He also pointed out that athletics 

and the teachers have good working relationships. He said coaches back up the teachers, which 

helped to hold the students accountable in the classroom. 

Christopher described the administrators as maintaining a strong presence in the hallways 

for the students. He felt it was important that the students know the administrators care about 

their students. They try to “keep up a really good student rapport”; he also agreed that 

administrators’ set the tone for SRHS’s environment. Fiona explained that her coworkers and 

supervisors wanted to see each other excel. She added that it goes beyond just coworkers, but to 

the students. They want their students to excel beyond the classroom and school but also in life.
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For Bell support looked a little different, she described her personality as get out of my 

way and let me do my job, and she felt like they do. She said it feels like a family, and there were 

no hidden agendas; everyone was very transparent. She also gave an example of the support she 

experienced when her first husband was killed in a car wreck. Belle worked at the elementary 

school at the time. She explained that her principal became more than just a supervisor but a 

friend.  

She could not have been any more supportive of me. I had a daughter at the elementary 
school with me. She was my boss, but yet she took me in as a friend. And that just is 
always embedded with me. She treated my family and me so wonderful during that time. 
 
Fiona described feeling supported by her principals and administrators. She said that even 

the janitors are a part of the community of support, “They’re always in here checking on us and 

saying hello.” She gave an example of support by telling of a parent conference she had earlier 

that day. She went to her principal, and he gave her the encouragement and support she needed 

to handle the situation; “it just really settled my nerves” she said it made her realize “that they 

have got my back.” 

Lee believed the environment was set by the administration and went out to everyone. 

She shared how supported she feels from colleagues. Lee quoted the superintendent and the 

school’s motto and told me it is true, “together we’re better.” She gave an example of support 

from when she wanted to start the scholar’s bowl team at SRHS, she just mentioned it to them, 

and they encouraged her to go for it. 

Winston believed they had good leadership that supported the teachers, primarily if it 

benefited the students learning. When he started working at SRHS, he wanted to use a website to 

supplement his teaching for his students on their state test. The website in question had a yearly 

fee costing over $1,200; his principals looked into it and decided if he felt it would help, then do 
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it. He used this as one example of feeling supported beyond just pep talks but by his principals 

and administrators’ actions. 

Community of Support 

Several participants described the environment had a reputation for being a top ranked 

school. Annie believed the community expected them to succeed and felt that was one reason 

why they rallied behind the teachers and school to support them in teaching academics and 

extracurriculars. When pushed for an example of community support information, and she 

explained, "You know, like the thing to do on a Friday night is to come to a football game in the 

fall, that is expected." 

Joel acknowledged SRHS was a rural school because how it was intertwined with the 

community and parents. He explained that the town was a small community, and everyone knew 

everyone. His example was the teachers and staff at the school attend the same church as their 

students and shop at the grocery store. The parents, community, and school are woven together. 

He explained that he understood the importance of the community’s connection to his teachers’ 

work. 

An integral part of the community was the parent relationship. All the participants 

expressed that each year SRHS hosts a parent night. This event was a time for parents to meet 

with the principals and the guidance counselor to discuss course scheduled, learn about the 

curriculum requirements, and overall expectations at SRHS. Stephen shared this statement as a 

parent of students at SRHS, “I feel that my kids will be taught, and it's not going to be easy. I 

don't want easy work... I know they're going to be prepared.” 

Joshua reinforced this idea of the woven layers of parents, community, and the school is 

consistent. He shared that he spoke with his pastor about his role as a teacher was twenty-four 
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seven. He explained when he goes to the store; he gets stopped by parents wanting to know about 

their child either from his class or an athlete. He shared the communication between him and 

parents were constant, and it was something that he encouraged. 

Christopher's description of community support consisted of the parents and their 

fundraising abilities to help students at SRHS. The community and parents' financial support 

afforded all student athletes to not be without any equipment, uniforms, or needs. He shared the 

number of students involved in extracurricular activities, the state championships won, and how 

the community recently supported two new sports programs over the past year. He used the band 

parents as an example of support. He said the parents get to the stadium hours before the game 

begins to grill and prepare plate lunches for all band students. Once the halftime show was over, 

the parents were handing out meals to the band students. When explaining the role of parent 

supports, he said this about what he witnessed while at football games, “They have an army of 

parents. They are making props; they have a trailer that they back into the stadium during 

football games.” 

Joshua described the community support as incredible, and also like Annie, he felt they 

had high expectations of SRHS. He shared that half of the student body is in the stands to watch 

a game at a basketball game. He shared that entire teams show up to support each other at 

sporting events. His example of support was when the women's soccer team showed up to 

support the women's basketball team. Joshua said, “It is that kind of atmosphere when it comes 

to support our students help and support one another.” 

Parent Communication 

Communication was critical for the participants when working with parents and the 

community. The participants expressed that having a direct communication line with parents was
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 often their most significant asset as a teacher. Christopher shared when he first started at SRHS; 

he felt he got funny looks and an occasional raised eyebrow from parents when he shared his 

athletes' ACT requirement. He felt some of the parents seemed happy about his idea to require 

his baseball player to take the ACT at least once before their junior year. On the other hand, he 

shared it was not necessary to some parents, “if it's not important at home and, you know, it's not 

a surprise, it's not important to some of our students.” 

Winston shared how important parent communication was to him. He believed it was 

crucial to keep a positive demeanor with his parents. “I’m not going to call a parent and go into a 

rant about how their son or daughter is giving me chaos, and I can’t take anymore.” He believed 

this type of communication was unprofessional for an educator. He wanted his student’s parents 

to understand that he cared about their children’s success. Winston sent home parent 

questionnaires. His goal was to learn from the parent about their children. He used this as an 

opportunity to make connections with parents, so within the first week of class, he would begin 

emailing his student’s parents with positive communication about their students in his class. 

On the first day of classes, Fiona explained she emailed all her student’s parents with 

expectations of her course. She explained that the message behind the email was to inform the 

parents of her class’s seriousness. Fiona read the email aloud, which discussed homework 

assignments, accessing class assignments and tests, and how to watch pre-recorded lessons with 

students. She shared that parents are not expected to teach at home, so she pre-recorded every 

lesson for her students to watch at home. 

Bell also sent an email to parents. Her email to parents included syllabus information, 

class expectations, and an explanation of the course’s importance. She used it to communicate 
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with parents homework expectations, dropped grades, and class attendance. She shared how this 

email came in handy one day when speaking with the parent about a student’s absence. 

I had a student who always wanted to check out and not take the test on Friday. I had 
addressed that in my newsletter, and I brought it to the mother’s attention. She said, ‘you 
know, you’re right. I did sign that.’ So that was an example of [it] being helpful, of 
everything being clear cut. 
 

Standards  

Several other participants, including Joshua, Joel, Stephen, and Timothy, referred to 

standards throughout their interviews. Joshua provided a detailed explanation of how influential 

parental expectations are to the students. He shared that students know that parents and coaches 

will hold them accountable if they get in trouble. Joshua referred to it as a "half standard of 

expectation and disappointment." He explained that if students have to set out of practice for 

several days and do not get to play in the game, they let down their teammates, their coach, 

parents, and themselves. Joshua expressed that students know their actions impact more people 

than just themself if they do not uphold the standards. 

Red Rural Dog Promise. Every participant referred to the Red Rural Dog Promise. Many 

participants spoke about how this promise created standards which influenced student 

expectations, community involvement, and even the curriculum. When asked who sets the tone 

for the environment, Joshua shared he believed it was the Red Dogs “it sounds corny, but I 

believe the Red Dogs does.” He explained that the Red Rural Dog Promise existed at SRHS 

before he was a student. Joshua explains that it runs deep within the community and that no one 

wants to be the person to ruin the standard. He describes it as a sense of pride that continues from 

one generation to the next. Janelle listed the pillars of the standard as “loyalty, honesty, and 

excellence”. She explains students know what is expected if they call themselves a Red Dogs. 

Joel described it as pride in oneself. 
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We pride ourselves on the Red Rural Dog Promise. We expect to be respectful to people, 
be loyal to each other, learn how to be leaders, and do things with integrity. Joel 
expressed he hopes this standard is something they instill in all of their students. 

 
Expectations and Duty to Prepare 

This theme of Expectations and Duty to Prepare aligns with layer 3 School Context. This 

layer looks at how schools and even colleges influence the environment in which student choice 

and success take place. The following looks specifically at the attitudes and pratices within 

SRHS. Some everyday things showcased in the data are attitudes. The attitudes section looks 

closely at the attitudes of students and teachers. Parental expectations look at how the teachers 

work with parents and the community to influence and encourage college aspirations. Red Dogs 

Team is a practice and common theme among the participants. This is a practice exclusive to 

SRHS and is a practice that the participants are proud to implement. College and Career 

Readiness, Testing, and Community College Access follow. The participants share how each one 

of these sections influences and encourages students' educational aspirations. Lastly, the Online 

School District is showcased; the participants are very pleased with their work to create this 

opportunity for their students and students across the state to take online classes. 

Attitudes 

Many of the participants struggled with what they do to create a college-going culture at SRHS. 

When asked about their post-secondary enrollment rates, none of the teachers knew the exact 

number. However, the principals were conscious of the number. Interestingly they did not use it 

as a motive to encourage teachers to push students towards college. College talks or life talks 

were different for each participant. Several participants shared they are preparing their students 

for life beyond high school. Perhaps, it was because Timothy had been in education for many 
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years, but he shared that the students at SRHS do have college ambitions and dreams. He stated 

this about student ambitions,  

Our kids have ambitions to go to college and to receive at least a two-year degree. I will 
say, half or so will go on and get a four-year college degree. Our students have the 
ambition to go on and further education beyond high school and get a college degree for 
the most part. 
 
For some students, that is finding a career, and for others, furthering their education. 

Janelle shared that she focused more on having life prep conversations with her students. She 

explained her discussions are different than the advanced placement teachers because her 

students are not planning to get a four-year college degree. She explained her goal was not to 

make her students valedictorian or to get them into a four-year college, but her goal is to "help 

them be the best person they can to succeed in the world."   

I would say life prep. That is what I tell my kids in my classes... We go through the 
things they need to know for college if that is the route they plan to take. But I make it 
clear to them that there are other opportunities. 
 
Christopher shared one of his practices: to sit down with each of his baseball players and 

ask about their college and future career goals. He shared he asked each of his juniors this 

question, " Is it your desire to play at college or after school?" He said that he helped them look 

at colleges, degree programs, and sports programs depending upon their response. If they did not 

want to go to college, he helped them start conversing about career opportunities. His goal was to 

help them create a five-year plan. He believed it helped his players “map out a plan to achieve 

goals.” 

Fiona shared that she did not teach to the smartest kid in her class; she explained that her 

goal was to make sure that all of her students could learn through her teaching style. She shared 

that one of her students admitted to her; they never understood math until she taught it. For her 

timeline and rigid schedule, she did not have the chance to have these types of conversations 
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with her students until they were in the tenth grade. She began the conversations with her 

students by asking what they wanted to major in at college. She expressed that as a teacher, she 

wanted her students to use her as a resource and tried to push her students and encourage them to 

look at different options for college. 

She tells me some students have limited goals saying they are only going to the nearby 
community college; she shares the teachers try to push the students to look for different 
options, use them as resources, and get advice from them. 
 
Winston, Joshua, Lee, and Bell all expressed they had these types of conversations with 

their students, but it usually depends on the individual student. Lee said she enjoyed sharing 

resources and information about college opportunities with her students. Winston used his "about 

me wall" covered in degrees and awards he had earned over the years. He shared that he used it 

as an opportunity to share his educational journey with his students, and if they work hard, they 

can have an education. He explained he often struggled with having college talks with some of 

his students. One example he shared with students was, "no one can take your education away 

from you." He seemed to think that helped his students understand the weight it carried. Joshua 

shared several examples of college talks that he had over the years with students and parents.  

Annie shared that she helped her students create what she called dream sheets. She used 

their dream sheets to help them find classes and potential career paths while working with local 

community college. When her students got into the ninth grade, she helped them create this plan 

by assisting them in planning out their high school schedules. She said the guidance counselor 

meets with them too, but Annie wanted to give them individualized attention. Several of the 

participants expressed they do share that a college degree is not the path for all of their students, 

but they try to encourage their students to find careers and life paths that will make them happy 

and successful in life. 
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Parental expectations 

According to the participants, parental expectations changed each year based on the 

graduating class. Some of the students had several environments encouraging them to go to 

college. According to Janelle, she felt the parents support the teachers and what they do at 

SRHS. She said, “we have a very supportive parent base.” Joshua explained he shared his 

education journey as a graduate of SRHS, with the parents who did not go college to help bridge 

the gap as a local. He also expressed that he had conversations with students and parents; he 

shared using himself as an example.  

I sell myself. I don’t try to create ideal circumstances; I have zero issues using myself as 
an example. And that’s a big selling point, as a graduate of SRHS at the same time, 
having gone through graduate school. I get to talk to the pharmacist... the local doctor... 
and the local veterinarian [about their children]. There is an expectation that the great 
majority of our parents feel that their child should continue their education after high 
school. 
 
Regarding parental expectations, he also said that most parents expect their children to 

acquire a two-year degree. He then shared several conversations he had over the years with 

parents and students trying to encourage the students to go to college. One example he gave he 

shared that he and student sat in his classroom and mapped out her road map to get to college 

school. He shared he was proud to see her as a local pharmacist in town.  

Annie shared that she feels her students are supported at home by their parents, so her 

goal was to help them “improve from where they were.” She shared a story about a student she 

taught several years ago. She explained how excited he was to be the first in his family to make it 

to high school and then to graduate from high school with a traditional diploma. Several of the 

participants expressed parents and students both had college aspirations for the most part; 

however, there are some families that did not understand the importance of college. 
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Red Dog Teams 

Every teacher at SRHS is on a Red Dogs Team. Joel came up with this idea to make sure 

none of his students got looked over. The idea came to him because so few students are not 

involved in extracurricular activities, and he did not want them to miss out on opportunities. He 

tells me as a former coach,  

I see our school as a team. We were highly concerned with students falling through the 
cracks. Our students are highly involved, but we have students who are not involved in 
things, and they are not part of a team. 
 

He explained that he came up with this idea of Red Dogs. Each school year trying to the teachers 

have a draft for new students. He explained that once a student was drafted, they stay with their 

team until they graduate. Teachers keep track of their students beginning their freshmen year 

until they graduate. They track attendance, grades, and meet with them formally once a month; 

he explained Red Dogs  took the place of homeroom class at SRHS. 

These teachers were advocates and support systems for their students. The goal and 

marker of success for many of these students was the diploma. Joel shared a story about a first-

generation student who dropped out of school during the spring semester. This student would 

have been the first in his family to graduate high school. Joel explained that they would call 

friends, family, and classmates to encourage them to come back to school. He shared they did 

just that last fall. He said it still bothers him, “it still burns me up.” He said with that student 

alone; the school called his mom, stepfather, three different friends, and classmates they thought 

may be friends with the student. He said they all reached out to the student to meet with the 

principal and teachers, but he refused to do it. Joel said, “we’re not stopping when they go out 

the door.” 
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This is one of the reasons why he created Red Dogs. He shared that each academic year 

he has a hit list of students that the Red Dogs  have to keep a close eye on. These are students 

who they fear may drop out, so they get extra attention. According to Joel, every teacher in the 

school knows those students’ names and will make intentional efforts to see them succeed in 

high school.  

Each teacher participant spoke extensively about their Red Dogs Team. When he first 

started, Christopher admitted that he wanted to draft his baseball players for his team but quickly 

learned that was not the point of the teams. He said Joel wanted them to pick students they would 

not typically gravitate towards to force the teachers to get to know all the students at SRHS. He 

admitted being challenged because he had to get to know his Red Dogs Team students. Fiona 

shared the twenty students on her team pretty much have a free pass to access her anytime they 

needed anything. 

Winston shared, he, like many other teachers, thinks it is a good program. He meets with 

his students in group settings but also one on one. He emails them when grades and test scores 

need to be addressed. Christopher shared many of the teachers write encouraging notes to their 

teams. Annie shared how much she enjoyed working with her Red Dogs Team because she liked 

seeing them progress over the years. When the students first start high school, they are timid, but 

the older they get, the more they open up to her and ask for suggestions on building their 

schedules and working with teachers.  

According to some of the participants, the students get pretty good incentives from their 

Red Dogs Team leader. Winston shared, he rewards them with his wife’s chocolate gravy and 

biscuits. Joshua explains that he often sees teachers bring their students’ doughnut holes, candy 

bars, or some treat when it is time to hand out progress reports. He believed that Red Dogs gives 
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the teachers time to provide students with undivided attention on their grades. Annie said she has 

her students fill out a questionnaire, so she knows their favorite candy and snacks ahead of time. 

Bell shared she liked to bring her team breakfast and celebrates their birthday. She shared that 

regardless of their age, they all love the extra attention they get from their Red Dogs Team 

teacher. 

College and Career Readiness 

Joel believed SRHS was intentional about college and career readiness. According to 

him, some of the ways they prepare their students for college are their day-to-day practices, such 

as their online learning management system, curriculum, and schedules. According to Joel, some 

of how they prepared their students for college was day-to-day practices. He, Timothy, Stephen 

and several other participants pointed out that SRHS is a “one to one” school, which means they 

have chrome books or iPads for each school student. SRHS received a grant several years ago to 

put some form of technology in each student’s hand. Joel, Stephen, Timothy, Fiona, Joshua, and 

Winston explained their students were familiar with Canvas, a learning management system that 

many college use. Through Canvas, they access their courses and online assignments. When 

creating their schedules, students requested their courses within an online portal called Active 

Student. Joel explained that he and Timothy made all schedules for freshmen, sophomores, and 

juniors based upon their request in the active student portal. The guidance counselor meets with 

every senior to build their schedule; she also covered graduation requirements during that 

time. Joel and several participants explained that the state-mandated a new College and Career 

Readiness course that all juniors are required to take. This course is supposed to help make sure 

every student understands filling out college applications, FASFA paperwork, and exploring 

career options. 
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Timothy and several other participants believed the curriculum was one way in which 

SRHS prepared students for college. Winston felt the curriculum and the teachers challenge his 

students. He shared that the students always rise to the challenge; they know the quality 

education they receive at SRHS. Timothy thought they did a good job with their curriculum 

because they taught several college level courses on-site, making him feel like the students are 

prepared for college. Several participants explained the students could take advanced placement 

courses and dual enrollment courses while in high school. These courses can help count toward 

college credits because when students take dual enrollment courses, they intend to earn college 

credit. According to Stephen, most of their students as juniors are taking dual enrollment 

courses; he explained this shows that they are getting ready for college. In order to take these 

classes, several participants explained that students plan this out before their junior year. 

Additionally, dual enrolment courses mean that students are filling out applications and 

paperwork for college. Lee and the majority of the participants explained, they promote dual-

enrollment and advanced placement courses, taking the ACT for scholarship money, and college 

visit days to all students in an effort for them to gain college knowledge.  

The sharing of information and resources was a part of how SRHS works to prepare 

students for college by promoting college-going culture. Janelle said the SRHS guidance 

counselor was excellent at sharing information with students about scholarships; she explained 

that she hands out flyers about scholarships. Joshua said all juniors are given information in 

Google Docs. He explained the information provided helps them to fill out and navigate FASFA 

and college applications. He also confirmed what the principals mention about the SRHS 

guidance counselor. She sits down with every junior during their second semester and helps them 

map out what they need to graduate during their upcoming senior year.
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Joel explained he works hard to ensure all of his students received college information. 

Along with several other participants, he shared last year, several college presidents visited to 

speak to with all of the students at SRHS. He said he makes sure recruiters set up in the 

commons area, so all students can see and ask questions. Annie and Bell both shared about 

SRHS’s college day fair. Annie said when they have a college fair day, the different guest set up 

in the gym to fit in the same space. Timothy gave credit to the guidance counselor and the 

teachers on sharing information about various programs available to the students. Stephen shared 

that he takes all eighth-graders to several college and university campuses to give them early 

exposure. He explained it was just a tour and lunch in the cafeteria, but the point was to expose 

them to college. Lee worked to expose her students to college campuses by participating in brain 

bowls located at colleges. Lee and Joshua both explained they are sponsors for the National 

Honor Society, and they take their students to college campuses for competitions. These are just 

a few of the examples the participants shared when discussing their efforts to college exposure. 

Testing. Testing was another way participants described preparing students for college. 

According to all the participants, SRHS offered several options for students to prepare for the 

ACT. They offered ACT prep courses as part of the curriculum and ACT workshops before test 

time. Joel described the ACT prep course with different subgroups that students rotate 

throughout the day between math, English, and science. He shared the overall message to all 

freshmen to take their first ACT exam in the spring of their freshman year as a form of practice 

and encouraged them to take college algebra, algebra I, and geometry as a freshman.  

Some students are encouraged to take the ACT prep and workshops, according to Joshua. 

He said, if a sophomore makes a score of eighteen, then they are encouraged to take the prep 

course before they retake the ACT as a junior. He stated, “We see the potential for success” and 
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admitted that the increase in score benefits the school, so it is a little selfish. Still, in the end, he 

explained the student benefits more than the school because of the scholarship opportunity.  

Timothy, Joshua, Lee, and several other participants sell the ACT as a way to pay for college. 

ACT prep was not merely a principal’s concern; according to Fiona, the teachers prep their 

students for potential ACT questions. She shared, she used her math classes as a way to add 

additional ACT prep questions. Annie shared that her English III and English IV classes offered 

lots of ACT prep questions to students.  

To honor students for doing well on the ACT. SRHS had an ACT board located in the 

commons area. Lee shared she helped promote the 30 plus wall. A bulletin board is located in the 

commons with student pictures on it. Any student who scored a twenty-five or above on the ACT 

had their photograph displayed on the ACT board. She explained if a student scored over a thirty, 

the student became a 30 club member. 

Community College Access 

Another common thing that each participant pointed out was the location of the nearby 

community college. Each participant shared some version of “I can see the college from my 

classroom,” “it’s right across the street,” “literally you can walk to [nearby] community college 

outside my door,” “you could throw a rock and hit a building over there,” “it is literally our 

backyard.” This closeness in geography made it easy for students to enroll; Joel, Timothy, Fiona, 

and Annie shared how convenient it was for students to enroll. Timothy replied, “Everybody is 

planning on going across the street to the college eventually.” He explained that even if they did 

not go to SRCC, it was their original plan. 

Fiona spoke about the partnership between SRHS and SRCC. She explained they host a 

visit day for all the schools within the community college’s district. Fiona described it as a big 



 

88 

production with the band playing. Students get the opportunity to visit the classrooms, meet 

some of the faculty, and create their schedules. According to each participant, the guidance 

counselor at SRHS worked hard to connect directly with the community college next door to 

help all the students are SRHS get FASFA help, assistance with college applications, and learn 

about different programs offered SRCC. Timothy described it by saying that they will have about 

twenty students at a time in the commons with the SRHS guidance counselor, the college 

counselor at SRCC, and even the registrar at SRCC working on their applications and FASFA. 

Stephen, Lee, Joel, Annie, and Christopher reiterate Timothy’s information by calling it FASFA 

day. Christopher did not know this is something the SRHS guidance counselor did until recently. 

Online School District  

The online school district was another way the teachers and administrators at SRHS work 

to be the best and give their best to their students. According to Joel, SRHS teachers decided four 

years ago to be the first high school in the state to offer a completely online degree for students. 

The online school district is separate from SRHS and is offered statewide. Stephen explained 

they had to work with the state’s department of education to create their online school district. 

The teacher’s at SRHS were the minds behind getting the online school district started. 

According to Stephen, “Our teachers created it. It’s all our content. We try to mimic what we do 

in the classroom. We try to replicate that. Our biggest clients are all those districts that can’t find 

certified teachers, particularly math and foreign languages.” 

This online school district helps other school districts across the state who may not have 

certified teachers in their classrooms. Not all classes taught by SRHS’s online school district are 

advanced placement or upper-level courses. Joshua taught several introductory science courses 

for school districts across the state that do not have certified teachers. Lee shared that her son 
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took a few advanced placement courses through SRHS’s online school district when he was in 

high school because they were not offered at his school. 

Policy 

The third and final theme relates to layer 4,  Social, Economic, and Policy. This layer 

looks at how external forces create an influence on college choice and success. Below, the 

participants describe, and documents tell just how much policy impacts what takes place at 

SRHS. This section begins with the Rules of the Game; it is followed by the 

state’s Accountability Model, which influences how SRHS creates practices that influence 

student testing, courses, and the SRHS Student Handbook. It then goes into the Graduation 

policy, which affects how many students take advance placement courses. The last theme in this 

section is Social Influence. This section is the participants’ view of the different types of social 

forces they believe influence college choice. 

Rules of the Game 

Timothy expressed being a stickler for the rules when asked about policy. Joel, Stephen, 

and Timothy expressed an in-depth understanding of how policy impacts SRHS. All three said 

most of their policies came from the state and school board. All three shared similar beliefs that 

if you follow the policy guidelines, you should be fine. Timothy expressed that when you deviate 

from the policy and make up your own rules, then you will have problems. All three expressed 

they felt like they follow the policy guidelines, which is why they are an A rated school. Most of 

the participants outside of the principals struggled with explaining how policy impacts their day 

to day practice. Joel explained that he and Timothy deal more with policy than his teachers. He 

shares the teachers do what is asked of them, "They're doing what the culture provides, and 

they're doing what we ask them to do. And but on our end, we're making policy decisions". 
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Joshua shared he feels the driving force behind their policy is "what is in the student's 

best interest." He explained that he hears their superintendent say this often regarding policy 

changes. However, Winston gave a great explanation of how he sees policy impacting SRHS. “I 

think policy is like the rules in baseball, and everyone knows the rules. But you still have an 

umpire, to make sure that everybody follows the policy.”  

Winston seemed aware of policy impacts SRHS and all schools within the state. He 

explained that "those policies—they affect us." Previously there were rumors of removing the 

state achievement test for U.S. History classes. He shared loving the idea of having a guest 

speaker or even taking a field trip with his students. He admitted to not liking standardized tests. 

However, he explained why he felt the policy behind the required test was so important and how 

it directly impacts each classroom's quality of education. 

I feel like inside of [this state] as far as U.S. history teachers go, the policy has caused 
men and women to be teachers who coach rather than coaches who teach, does that make 
sense? 
 
Winston further explained that these policies had forced teachers and educators to always 

try to do and be better because of the state's accountability model. He described how it pushed 

them to align the curriculum to meet the state's standard. He also shared that it forced SRHS to 

prepare students for the ACT by changing curriculum and implementing new and different things 

"to better prepare students." Annie, Bell, Lee, Fiona, and most other participants acknowledged 

how the overall policy has required them to push the ACT and state test. Janelle explained that 

the graduation rate was essential, and they do not want to lose any students along the way. She 

describes graduation as a moment when students have the resources and confidence to take the 

next step. To Janelle, she believes the diploma equates to student's internal success.  
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That diploma is more than just a piece of paper in my hands. That's confidence. That's 
something that can help them get to the next step whenever they decide they're ready for 
that next step.  
 

Accountability Model 

The state created its performance-based accreditation system for all public schools to 

follow in 1982 under the Education Reform Act of 1982. The state created its performance-based 

accreditation system for all public schools to follow in 1982 under the Education Reform Act of 

1982. In 2013 the state's legislature passed legislation requiring schools graded A-F based on 

student achievement scores, individual student growth focusing on the lowest 25 percent of 

students, help parents and the public gain a better understanding of school performance. 

Additionally, schools and school districts are graded annually based on overall student 

performance and progress, graduation rates, and college and career readiness within this model. 

Grades given to schools represents a combination of assessments. Such as how well students 

perform on each required state test, timely graduation rates, participation, and performance rates 

if Advanced Placement courses, International Baccalaureate courses, and dual credit courses, 

ACT performance, and school performance expectations.  

Another part of the accountability model is the AP courses and exams taken by students. 

For Winston, it was an interesting experience when he first began teaching AP U.S. History. He 

said they decided to offer it as an online option because “we felt like those students were capable 

of branching out into the online aspect in high school.” Shortly after, the course’s enrollment 

numbers began to dwindle because the course’s rigor was too demanding. They decided to 

change the format to face to face, and enrollment was up again.  

He explains the advanced placement U.S. History exam was not beneficial for his 

students. He explained that the state colleges and universities were not in agreement on what 
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they would accept. He said within the past two years, the policy has changed, “and our state 

colleges are a little better about accepting those hours.” So he was hopeful that more students 

would begin to take the AP U.S. history exam moving forward. 

The state requires all high school students to take four subject area tests throughout high 

school and the ACT during their junior year. State test subjects are Algebra I, English II, 

Biology, U.S. History, and ACT. The ACT is used to asses students’ academic readiness for 

college. It is required during the academic year by all students classified as Juniors across the 

state.  

SRHS Student Handbook 

Participants expressed that the SRHS Student Handbook was provided to each student 

and parent during the first day of school. The second page of the student handbook is an 

agreement page that required parent and student signatures. It stated,  

I have received the SRHS Student Handbook for the 2020-2021 School year. As a parent 
of an SRHS student, I will read this handbook with my child together; we will follow the 
rules and regulations of BHS. 
 

The fourth page was a "Principal's Message," written by Joel. He wished students and parents 

well on the upcoming school year and explained the purpose of the handbook. He asked them to 

read and become familiar with the policies and procedures of SRHS. The contents listed a series 

of school policies, including academics, graduation requirements, high school policies, school 

board, and policies.  

The section on academics went into detail of the dual enrollment option available to 

students at SRHS. It stated that students "may earn credits" at SRCC that count at SRHS 

simultaneously. According to the handbook, a "three or four hour" class at SRCC will count as 

one credit at SRHS. It went into further detail that students must be juniors or seniors at SRHS 
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with a 3.0 QPA, have previously earned 14 credits in high school with certain ACT subscores. 

Interestingly it stated a student with an ACT score of 30 or higher was not required to have 14 

credits.  

Next, the handbook looked at graduation requirements. The graduation requirements at 

SRHS are the state's graduation requirements. It listed the state's diploma options that students 

would receive upon graduating based on their decision as a freshman. The state had two diploma 

options, the traditional diploma or the alternate diploma. Postsecondary institutions did not 

recognize the alternate diploma; it was for students in the special education population, not the 

general education population. The traditional diploma had three endorsement options that 

students could pick. The career and the technical endorsement was one option that students could 

choose. They must earn an overall GPA of 2.5, earn silver level on ACT WorkKeys, earn 26 

Carnegie units in high school, and complete one of three different career and technical test 

requirements: dual credit, work-based learning, or earn credit approved by the state board. 

The academic endorsement required an overall 2.5 GPA, 26 Carnegie units, meet 

“college readiness benchmark” ACT subscores of 17 in English and 19 on Math. All courses 

must meet the state’s higher educational college preparatory curriculum requirements, and 

students must complete one of the following: 

1. One AP course with “C” or higher and take the AP exam 

2. One Diploma Program-IB course with a “C” or higher and take the appropriate exam 

3. Or take one dual credit course with a “C” or higher in the course  

The third endorsement established by the state was the distinguished academic endorsement. To 

earn this endorsement, they must make an overall 3.0 GPA, take 28 Carnegie units, and achieve 

national college readiness benchmarks on the ACT with 18 in English and 22 in Math. All 
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courses must meet the state’s higher educational college preparatory curriculum requirements. 

Additionally, the student must complete one of the following:  

1. One AP course with “B” or higher and take the AP exam 

2. One Diploma Program-IB course with a “B” or higher and take the appropriate exam 

3. Or take one dual credit course with a “B” or higher in the course  

The handbook also had a page with the state’s Scholars Program Requirement. For a student 

to qualify as a Scholar, they must meet each requirement listed. Course requirements for each 

subject area were at a minimum, English I up to English IV, Algebra I up to Algebra II and 

higher rigor, and Biology I and up to Physics in each subject area. Students must also meet two 

advanced electives such as two foreign languages, a 5th Math or Science of higher rigor than 

level IV in the subject area. Additional expectations of scholar graduates are 40 hours of 

community service, maintain a 2.5 GPA, achieve an 18 composite score on the ACT, and 

maintain a 95% attendance during high school. This was in addition to the state’s regular 

mandated graduation requirements. See table 7 for more details.  

Table 7 

Super Star Scholars Requirements 

Subject Area Credits 
English/Language Arts  

• English I  
• English II 
• English III 
• English IV 

4 

Mathematics 
• Algebra I 
• Geometry  
• Algebra II 
• Additional Carnegie Unit comparable 

rigor 

4 
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Science 
• Biology I 
• Chemistry  
• 2 Carnegie Units of comparable rigor 

or higher (Physics I preferred) 

4 

Social Studies 4 
Arts 1 
Advanced Electives 

• Two Foreign Languages 
or 

• 5th Math or Science of higher rigor 

2 

Additional Expectations: 
• 40 hrs. Community Services 
• 2.5 cumulative GPA 

• 18 Composite ACT Score 
• 95% attendance rate all 4 years 

 

Graduation policy. Standard graduation requirements at SRHS were the same as the 

state. Still, if a student wanted to qualify to be in the Hall of Fame, Valedictorian, or 

Salutatorian, they must meet qualifications beyond the state's requirements. See Tables 7 for 

more information on SRHS Honors and Hall of Fame graduation requirements. 

Table 8 
 
SRHS Val/Sal/Hall of Fame and Honors Requirements 
 

SRHS Val/Sal/Hall of Fame Requirements SRHS Honor Graduate Requirement 
Earn cumulative *QPA of greater 4.0 Earn cumulative QPA 3.5-3.9 

Complete the State’s Scholars Program Complete the State’s Scholars Program 
4 weighted courses (Advanced Placement 

Courses and Physics) 
2 Weighted Courses (Advanced Placement 

Courses and Physics) 
4 Dual Enrollment Courses at SRCC 2 Dual Enrollment Courses at SRCC 

2 Foreign Languages 
 

2 Foreign Languages 

*QPA- Quality Point Average used to calculate weighted quality points in AP classes and  
Physics. 
 

When asked about the state’s graduation requirements, the participants did not seem 

bothered by the policy standards. However, SRHS had additional graduation requirements for 

students to meet to qualify as an honors graduate or hall of fame student. Fiona said that SRHS’s 
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honors graduate policies “separates who wants it and who doesn’t”. She expressed feeling sad 

for the students who did not get wear the sashes for Hall of Fame or Honors. She did not want to 

them feel like they “didn’t do enough”, she went on to say that some students graduating high 

school is massive because they are the first person in their family to graduate high school. She 

expressed not wanting her students to feel like their accomplishments were not enough.  

Joshua shared the SRHS standards were pretty high. He thought they usually have "10-

15% of the graduating class qualify for the hall of fame” which was pretty normal according to 

him. Belle shared the reasoning behind SRHS's additional policies for graduating with honors. 

She shared the policy was put in place because in the past it looked like students and parents paid 

for their position as valedictorian and salutatorian. She went on to explain by saying, 

We did not want it to seem that valedictorian and salutatorian could be paid for [pause] 
honor because selling and taking courses-- paying for courses to increase their GPA. And 
so they put in place a cap. And then what you should pay and for Hall of Fame.  
 
See table 8 for more details on graduation requirements. She told me that initially, SRCC 

waived these courses' costs when the student is in high school, so if the student decided to enroll 

at SRCC after graduation, those hours are not paid for by the student. However, if the student did 

not choose to go to SRCC after high school, they would owe the money for those courses. She 

expressed feeling torn over the policy. When asked about what others thought of the policy, she 

said, “I've heard some parents say they have encouraged their child not to participate in that, and 

they disagree with it.” She shared the policy was new so more time was needed to see how it 

affects them long term.  

Stephen shared sometimes the parents are more concerned with the student’s accolades 

than the actual student’s drive. He shared that a good portion of parents who care about the 

grades of their students, and “they want all the awards, the honor, and they want you to know it.”  
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He does tell me that some students will take a bunch of AP courses to get their GPA up. He says 

this is because AP courses are weighted differently than the regular academic courses. He finally 

ends the discussion by saying, "politics get in the way". 

Social Influence  

Social influences are small factors within the grand scheme of things within SRHS's 

environment that promoted a college-going culture. Joel stated that the students are pulled in 

many different directions with their influences, "I think we're influenced everywhere." Winston 

felt teachers may have the "greatest influences on students." Timothy agreed that social 

influences impact student's choices in college. He gave credit to the teachers for encouraging 

students to go to college. He also credited other students who "talk about what they're going to 

do" when referring to college. Lee also credited teachers and friends with influencing students to 

attend college. “I know teachers play a big role, but also the friends, 'I'm going to be cheering for 

the Bears, or I'm going to be at the University of Southern.”  

Joshua thought some of the friend's influenced the students because they have friends at 

SRCC. He believed some of this was because so many of the students at SRHS take dual credits 

and meet other students at SRCC. He said it gave them a "direct connection." Bell and Annie 

mimic Joshua, they felt the social influence comes from some of the student's older friends who 

are already at SRCC and the nearby sporting events at SRCC.  

Christopher pointed out specific programs within SRHS that helped influence students to 

go to college, like the band. He shared that he has heard students talk about college as an option 

because they would play in the college band. He also referred to athletic programs as additional 

options for students. Fiona and Joshua reinforced Christopher's opinion on athletics. Fiona 

believed SRHS has several good athletes, and some had options on where they could attend. She 
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also thought social media influenced college choice for some of the students and athletes. She 

shared that one of her former students, who was an athlete, focused on the social media pages of 

the schools he wanted to attend because it gave him a picture of how he would fit in on the team. 

Lastly, Winston and Bell shared that many of the faculty at SRCC are a part of the SRHS 

community, and SRCC utilized that connection. Bell said, "they are very vocal in promoting and 

recruiting students" to go to SRCC.  

Chapter Summary 

The study revealed similar perceptions of practices and attitudes at the site. However, not 

many of the participants had heard of the term college-going culture. They were all familiar with 

the concept. The teacher's buy-in on being the best at SRHS reinforces the practices and policies 

put in place by either the state or administrators at the site. The site's motto, "Together We're 

Better," is an example of the type of community within SRHS. The relationships created between 

teachers, students, and the community are intentional and reinforced by the daily practices 

implemented at the site. The participants did not seem bothered by the fact that many of the 

practices put into place are state-mandated; instead, they seemed pleased to be held to standards. 

Each participant plays a vital role in influencing students to work hard and aspire for a college 

education. Most agreed that college is not for every student, but they want all of their students to 

have the option to go to college.  
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CHAPTER 5:  

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to understand how environments can create pathways to 

college for rural high school students. Specifically, the dissertation was guided by three research 

questions that sought to understand how the high school personnel fostered this environment by 

working with parents, other post-secondary institutions, and policy. The primary data sources for 

the study were interviews with high school administrators, teachers, and teacher/coaches. The 

chapter is organized in three sections. First, I answer the research questions by presenting the 

findings in the context of the literature and theoretical framework. Second, I address the 

implications of the study for practice, policy, and future research. Lastly, I present the conclusion 

and final thoughts. 

Research Questions 

The following section showcases this study’s findings related to each research question. 

Each question draws from the participants’ individual narratives, themes from the data, or school 

documents. The data’s themes illustrate how the personnel at SRHS work towards creating a 

college-going culture within their school. 

How do school personnel work with families to create a college-going culture? 

This question explored the relationship between families and SRHS. SRHS utilized their 

role as a rural school to strengthen their partnership between families and the school. In order to 

create an environment that emphasizes a college-going culture, it requires buy-in from everyone;
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 all teachers, administrators, guidance counselors, parents, and school staff must work towards 

the same collective goals of graduating from high school and going to college after high school 

(Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; Welton & Williams, 2015). The literature 

recommends a few ways to create a college-going culture. One way is to restructure college ideas 

for parents, communities, and stakeholders while also striving towards similar goals to graduate 

and enroll in college (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; Welton & Williams, 

2015). This is important because the role rural parents play in their children’s lives at home has 

been shown to build hopes and aspirations toward education (Bryan et al., 2009; Griffin, 1996; 

Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003). The themes that emerged regarding this research question 

allowed participants to discuss the working relationship between parents and the community by 

acknowledging how they work with them as a school, community, or individually as a teacher. 

The following themes emerged a sense of community and support, standards, and community 

support. 

In order to create an environment that emphasizes a college-going culture, it requires 

buy-in from everyone; all teachers, administrators, guidance counselors, parents, and school staff 

must work towards the same collective goals of graduating from high school and going to 

college after high school (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; Welton & Williams, 

2015). The literature recommends a few ways to create a college-going culture. One way is to 

restructure college ideas for parents, communities, and stakeholders while also striving towards 

similar goals to graduate and enroll in college (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Farmer-Hinton, 2006; 

Welton & Williams, 2015). This is important because rural parents’ role in their children’s lives 

at home has been shown to build hopes and aspirations toward education (Bryan et al., 2009; 

Griffin, 1996; Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003). These are not always easy steps for schools to 
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achieve, so it is interesting to look at how this site specifically targeted working with parents to 

create a college-going culture.  

The site did this by implementing their college goals into their day to day practices and 

graduation requirements; many of the state’s requirements forced the site to provide this type of 

college readiness and information to all students. They also utilized their environment and 

standards to get buy-in. The most common theme among the participants when referring to the 

site environment was a sense of community. Winston shared the community support felt at 

SRHS: “We have a lot of parental support, we do a good job communicating with the 

community, and we have support from organizations within our community.” This was a 

standard response among all participants. The parental support had less to do with the classroom 

and more with the school’s sporting events, mainly because most students participated in some 

extracurricular activities. The educational environment can be critical for some rural students’ 

college success because of the inherent barriers (Eller at all, 1998; Torres et al., 2013). For the 

site to provide this equitable and family-style environment helps understand a deeper level of the 

role they play within the community.  

Many participants initially struggled with sharing how they work with parents 

individually and initially did not think that they communicated with parents unless there was an 

issue. However, most expressed, they often see and speak with parents at the grocery store, a 

sporting event, or church. Most seemed to believe their communication with parents was about 

student progress in class or sports. However, many of the teachers did build unknowing 

relationships with their parents through some of their class practices, such as welcome emails, 

parent survey’s, text message reminders, or by allowing them to have access to their student’s 

online class assignments. According to Joshua, 
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We try to put all of our general information on our website. We have a district Facebook 
page. Each school has a separate Facebook page. We have a remind service; it is a texting 
service to send out information to parents, and we also use Canvas. We can send 
messages to parents and students about our assignments via Canvas. 
 
The sense of community and support felt between the school and community helped the 

school share information. Each year, the school provided parents with ACT information, college 

resources, and additional resources from the principals and guidance counselor. All participants 

referred to Parent Night at SRHS is a night when parents meet individually with the principals 

and the school’s guidance counselor. Participants shared this is when the principals and guidance 

counselor work closely with parents to share with them about student schedules, graduation 

information, and an opportunity to convey general information about the school with the parents. 

Additionally, several participants spoke about the guidance counselor’s intentional counseling 

methods, and that she worked closely with students and parents to assist them in filling out 

FASFA information correctly. This is consistent with the literature on relationships between 

school systems and rural communities. Both rely heavily upon each other; this is especially true 

for administrators who continuously communicate with the local community (Kryst, Kotok, & 

Hagedorn, 2018).  

These teachers frequently highlighted common types of communication when working 

with parents. Most responded that they utilized the school's text messaging program or canvas to 

send reminders and updates to parents about assignments. Additionally, several teachers said 

they tend to talk to parents over the phone, and some send an email to parents on the first day of 

class. Parent communication is an essential component of creating buy-in with parents, and these 

teachers were aware of how vital that relationship is to the school. However, when asked about 

directly sharing information about college with parents, many participants said no. The responses 

ranged from acknowledging that they did not have those conversations with parents to very few 
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able to provide examples of when they had those conversations with parents. College talk 

between teachers and parents was very limited with the exception of two participants. Lee and 

Joshua both provided examples of how they have communicated with parents to increase college 

aspirations to their student’s. The rest of the participants expressed having these intentional 

conversations with students not parents. Direct sharing of information or college-talks with 

parents was not a strong response of participants.  

Expectations were a common theme among participants when answering questions 

regarding working with families. Several participants referred to clear expectations between 

parents and students when referring to working with parents. Responses ranged from 

expectations and standards at SRHS, specifically their Red Rural Dog Promise, parent 

expectations, to student expectations. Several participants shared that parental expectations are 

high. Ann clarified that this often changes depending upon the graduation class, but most 

recently, parents have high expectations of their children to go to college. This is common in the 

broader picture of rural family involvement, often the most influential people for creating college 

expectations for rural students are their parents and family (King, 2012; Schultz, 2004; Yan, 

2002). However, each participant noted that everyone in the SRHS community acknowledges the 

Red Rural Dog Promise, and within this standard, everyone has expectations to uphold. This idea 

of standards and expectations within the community at SRHS when juxtaposed to rural values 

resembles one another closely. These values are the value systems that guide rural students and 

rural communities throughout their lives by creating a sense of community and understanding of 

expectations within the community (Jones, 1994). By using the Red Rural Dog Promise it helped 

to create buy-in with families and the community regarding achieving high academic goals.
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One of SRHS's standard practices that offered additional support and resources to parents 

the site used we Red Dogs. Many parents would communicate with their students' Red Dogs  

Team leader, one of the high school teachers, not necessarily a student's current teacher. Red 

Dogs  provided another level of support to parents and students. Two participants shared how, 

when a student wanted to drop out of school, SRHS would have the Red Dogs Team leader 

contact parents, family, friends, and classmates to encourage them to get in touch with the 

school. Because of the continual exposure, rural teachers tend to be more connected to their 

students and have a more significant influence on their life goals and motivation (Hardé, 

Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009; Hardé, 2012; Kryst, Kotok, & Hagedorn, 2018). This is one way in 

which SRHS was successful at working with families to create a college-going culture.  

After asking participants broadly about their experiences working with families to create 

a college-going culture, Perna and Thomas's Integrated Conceptual Model of Student Success 

(2006) was used to explore further how SRHS worked with post-secondary institutions and 

policy to create an environment that encourages students to attend college. 

How do school personnel work with institutions of higher learning to create partnerships for 

rural students?  

The site's location created a comfortable partnership with the local community college, 

which allowed them to access them at any time. According to all participants, the guidance 

counselor worked closely with admission counselors and the registrar at SRCC, according to 

most participants. This partnership allowed students the opportunity to have SRCC to frequently 

visit SRHS to provide resources and help for students who were filling out college applications 

and FASFA information. Additionally, the partnership was strengthened by the number of family
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members of teachers that worked at SRCC; this link between the community college and the site 

added to their success. The partnerships between the two are so close that the SRHS football 

team uses SRCC's football field to host their home games. This is not always the case for most 

partnerships with post-secondary institutions and rural schools. Geography was a leading 

contributor to the success of their collaboration. 

Another reason this partnership was successful was that SRCC had an agreement with its 

service area high schools that allow the graduates from high schools to attend SRCC with waived 

tuition after high school and only for two years or an equivalent of an associate's degree. This 

agreement between the community college and the local high schools was the crux of SRHS's 

success at creating partnerships with post-secondary institutions to develop a college pathway. 

This, coupled with teachers sharing college information with students, creates an environment 

for all students to have an opportunity to attend college. Many participants shared that free 

tuition was a big incentive for their students and families. The additional partnerships the 

guidance counselor established to work with SRCC personnel to assist SRHS students in filling 

out college applications and FASFA documents made it possible for students who are the first in 

their families to attend college.  

Additionally, when guest speakers from colleges and universities visited the site, all 

students were in attendance. Each participant shared when guests from different colleges visited 

the school; they set up in a common area that all students could stop by to see them. This type of 

sharing and exposure to resources and information contrasts previous beliefs that rural 

communities tend to groom only a select few students to send to college (Carr & Kefala, 2009).  
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SRHS provided equitable access and exposure when sharing college information to 

students to allow all students the opportunity to earn a college degree. This is consistent with 

quantitative studies concerning rural schools and college-going cultures. When disseminating 

information, resources, and tools is shared with all students, it will decrease colleges' resource 

drain to enroll them in college (Scott et al., 2015). The administrators at SRHS were intentional 

about creating partnerships with local colleges and universities, which provided college 

knowledge exposure to all students. Since college knowledge is no longer limited to teachers and 

principals (Robinson and Roksa, 2016), the students at SRHS gained access to guest visitors and 

professionals from partnership institutions. Each participant shared when guests from different 

colleges visited the school; they set up in a common area that all students could stop by to see 

them. Furthermore, guest speakers are influential for students because they create structure and 

influence student choice. Some students use this and social media platforms as a way to see how 

they will fit in at the school. One participant shared how this influenced some of her minority 

students to attend certain colleges. 

How do school personnel work with policy to create a college-going culture within their 

schools?  

Policy played a unique role at SRHS and was the biggest reason behind SRHS’s college-

going culture. As a result of state-mandated success markers, SRHS created policies that urged 

students to hit specific success markers (e.g., state exams, ACT scores, graduation rates, 

postsecondary enrollment rates, and advanced placement course enrollment rates). State 

mandated requirements can be challenging for many schools in the state. The administrators at 

SRHS implemented new graduation requirements for students to be in honors, valedictorian, 
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salutatorian, and hall of fame. This change in graduation requirements also increased ACT 

scores, advanced placement courses, dual enrollment, and postsecondary enrollment rates among 

students.  

This change in graduation requirements also required a robust curriculum. Several 

participants shared, the administration supported the teachers in creating a robust curriculum for 

the students. Another way policy impacted SRHS’s college-going culture was through the 

courses and the schedule. Students at SRHS can take the courses they want and need because of 

course availability through the four-block schedule at the site. Majority of the courses available 

to students at SRHS were upper level, advanced placement, or dual enrollment. If students could 

not fit all their classes into their schedule, they had the option to take the courses via the SRHS’s 

Online School District. Course availability is critical to a rural student’s experience and long-

term educational goals (Byun et al., 2012; Irvin et al., 2011; Kryst, Kotok, & Hagedorn, 2018). 

Additionally, the Online School District offered licensed teachers to other schools and course 

availability to many school districts do not have licensed teachers. Fiona shared one of the 

schools she teaches through the online school district does not have a high school math teacher, 

so she is it for those students. Teacher quality is crucial for students in their learning 

environment and impacts students’ ability to be college-ready or workforce ready.  

Test-taking was a large component of state policy implemented at SRHS. However, 

SRHS worked to implement it in their daily practices, for example, the site added test prep 

courses into its curriculum to help students prepare for the ACT exam. This course was not 

required but highly encouraged if students did not meet specific outcomes in their previous or 
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state achievement tests. Several weeks before the exam, the site implemented ACT workshops, 

test-taking skills, and practice questions for all juniors.  

Implications 

Recommendations for Rural Schools 

This research’s initial goal was to understand better how environments impact rural 

students, better preparing them for college. As a result, I gained a better understanding of the 

practices and policies that also affect these students. I hope that hearing these rural teachers’ 

voices will help other rural schools create standard practices, policy, and partnerships with post-

secondary institutions, disseminating college knowledge to creating practical policy to encourage 

college readiness among students. Administrators such as principals and superintendents who are 

in continual communication with parents have the opportunity to create change in their schools 

with curriculum, creating educational standards, and day to day practices to improve their current 

culture to that of college-going. 

Investing in teacher support helps them to buy-in to new goals. Teachers are considered 

frontline staff when working with students and have the most one-on-one time with students 

throughout the day. Because of the continual exposure to one another within the classroom 

setting, rural teachers tend to be more connected with their students and have a direct influence 

on many rural students motivation (Hardré, Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009; Hardré, 2012; Kryst, 

Kotok, & Hagedorn, 2018). Investing in quality teachers and the resources to help them do their 

jobs can benefit the students and community with increased test scores and quality of life. 

Teacher support can also be an incentive for rural schools to attract more licensed and qualified 

teachers willing to stay and invest within the community. 
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Providing a robust curriculum better prepares students for college courses. Advanced 

placement courses and dual enrollment courses help students think more critically and acclimate 

them to college curriculum rigor. These courses also benefit the school by making its students 

look more attractive to college recruiters. By implementing a robust curriculum, also reinforces 

the need for highly qualified teachers in high schools. 

The day to day practices are critical for rural schools, especially if funding is low. 

Implementing a similar method as SRHS’s Red Dogs  is an excellent example of utilizing the 

available resources in schools. This style of mentorship is an additional touchpoint to track 

student progress. Colleges and universities host similar mentor programs; they connect 

professional staff with small groups of students, commonly known as academic mentors. 

Academic mentors are not the same as an academic advisor who advises course selection. 

Instead, mentors work on tracking incoming students’ progress throughout their first few years of 

college. Implementing this type of practice does not require additional resources from the school 

and can replace former methods. SRHS removed homeroom meetings and replaced it with their 

Red Dogs. Doing this allows one teacher to work closely with their small group of students 

throughout each student’s high school career and develop trust between them and the teacher. 

When developing site policy, it is crucial to align it with the site’s current goals and get 

buy-in from teachers in supporting this policy. Policy changes can be challenging for school if 

clear goals are not established early within the planning period; policy recommendations are 

covered in the policy recommendation below. 

Recommendations for Parent and Community Relations 

In developing recommendations for rural schools, the goal is to create plans and buy-in 

within the community. However, using the already known resources available in rural 
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communities is critical for success, such as access to the close-knit communities and rural values. 

When working with parents and the community, administrators' deliberate approach is crucial in 

creating a college-going culture. One recommendation is setting clear expectations for students. 

When expectations are established early on, parents and families can support teachers and 

principals in encouraging them at home. Open communication between parents and teachers 

helps provide students with clear expectations as students and athletes. This communication 

approach is attainable for many rural schools because many rural schools and communities 

maintain close relationships. One method is parent night; this is not uncommon among rural 

schools at the beginning of the school year; however, SRHS dedicated one night a week to only 

the parents in a specific grade. This allowed them more streamlined communication with only 

the parents from a particular grade. Parents also received course,  ACT, and scholarship 

information during their parent night.  

Since rural values play critical roles in many rural communities, uniting the school and 

local community with their own values can strengthen the relationship. These values do not have 

to be consistent with historical rural values but can be specific to the school and the local 

community. SRHS utilized their Red Rural Dog Promise beyond the wall of the classroom. The 

community and parents bought into the standard when they were students at the school. These 

types of values and standards run deep in the community and create commonalities between 

educators and parents. 

Recommendations for Policy 

 Policy impacts each state and school differently. Depending upon the state policy 

required, recommendations vary. Funding for rural schools can be limited, primarily if funding is 

based on performance levels. Since teachers are often absent from the policy conversations, it is 
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essential to hear their concerns as an educator and as a front-line worker interacting with 

students. Creating a policy that quickly gets buy-in from teachers is critical. The graduation 

policy implemented at SRHS did not have complete buy-in from all teachers; however, it did not 

impact their course load and teaching styles. So regardless, if they agreed with the policy, it did 

not change their day to day practices as a teacher. This policy also helped increase the number of 

students taking dual enrollment and AP courses, since the site was graded on students enrolling 

in those courses. This policy allowed the site to increase its numbers by creating a competitive 

advantage. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

It is recommended that future research on rural education and college-going cultures be 

conducted in a way to both broaden and narrow the scope that higher education uses. College-

going cultures are expanding in high schools, making accessible pathways for students, and 

providing colleges and universities with highly competitive students. We can learn from the 

different environments regardless of rural or urban schools.  

Future case studies or multi-site studies could provide greater depth for creating college-

going cultures that do not have community colleges next door to the school. I also recommend a 

longitudinal study of where the students go after high school can provide a more in-depth look at 

postsecondary institutions and resources, they use to attract rural students. Rural schools have 

similarities, but each school has individual challenges. Comparing multiple sites with different 

backgrounds can provide practitioners and policymakers insight into best practices and practical 

policy to create this culture within their schools. It can also provide higher education 

practitioners with additional resources on working with and recruiting rural students.  
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This study and research could look closely at the guidance counselor role because I could 

not interview the guidance counselor. I recommend that future research looks at a guidance 

counselor's practices and procedures. Unfortunately, because of COVID-19, the guidance 

counselor at the site could not schedule a time to interview; she initially agreed to participate, but 

she was not interviewed because of a lack of internet and schedule demands. Multiple 

participants referred to the guidance counselor and the work she did to equip the students with 

information and resources. I have often thought, "what more could I have learned from the 

guidance counselor?". Joel and Timothy refer to assisting her with creating schedules for 

students. It made me wonder about the advising model and course schedule model used by the 

site's guidance counselor. This could benefit best practices for guidance counselors who are 

looking to transition their schools into college-going cultures.  

Further, the athletic director would have strengthened the study by sharing how he works 

with colleges, recruiters, parents, and students to ensure that his student athletes access college. 

The coaches in this study expressed an apparent concern for academics before athletics for all 

student athletes. Looking deeper at this could provide additional best practices for athletic 

programs and departments. It can also benefit colleges and recruiters in recruiting athletes from 

local and rural high schools by increasing in-state recruiting efforts. Race was not directly 

addressed in this study. The site itself is predominately white, including students and teachers; 

only one participant in this study identified as a minority. Later, I discovered that some of the 

participants initially invited to participate were minorities but did not agree to participate in the 

study. Race needs to be addressed because the site’s racial demographics are not representative 

across the state for similarly positioned schools or with the literature for rural high schools. A 

more in-depth look at race could broaden the research of minority rural students and college 



 

113 

access. Additionally, several participants addressed race when sharing about working with 

students in their classrooms and assisting students with colleges. One specifically shared that one 

of her students looked at colleges’ social media accounts to help see if he would fit in with the 

other students. 

To narrow the scope, it is recommended that future research focus on policy behind 

college-going cultures. This insight could provide administrators with clear examples of positive 

policy changes that get buy-in with parents, teachers, and the community and policy that helped 

create best practices. This can help prevent resource saturation for colleges and universities, 

primarily if the policies are written clearly, so when students enter college, they are prepared for 

the curriculum awaiting them.  

Concluding Thoughts 

Rural education in higher education is a growing concern; this study adds to the scholarly 

literature on how rural schools work with families, postsecondary institutions, and policy to 

increase their college pathway. This exploratory research looked at how personnel at a rural high 

school created an environment of college-going culture for students who had limited access to 

higher education resources outside the site. It was clear the site had several state-mandated 

requirements to follow, e.g., state achievement exams, ACT exams, and postsecondary 

enrollment rates; instead, they used those requirements as ways to increase college awareness 

with parents and students. 

Perna and Thomas’s conceptual model of student success (2008) and NACAC’s (2017) 

definition of college-going culture was used to guide the study by providing a framework to 

understand how different environments influence college choice for many students. It was 

evident that background influences of practices and attitudes affected college-going culture 
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environments for students. The overarching influencer of college-going culture at SRHS was 

policy; this is consistent with other research that policy impacts students’ knowledge and 

academic preparedness (Kirst & Venezia, 2004; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John & Asker, 

2001). 

The voices from the participants at SRHS highlight the importance of front-line workers 

creating college-going cultures. While superintendents and principals made the site's goals and 

policies, the teachers put them into practice in their classrooms, working with parents and 

providing resources to students, encouraging them to push themselves beyond high school. From 

the participant perspective, SRHS colleges and universities were always visiting and welcome. 

The culture created at the site allowed these visitors to work with students who were 

adequately prepared with information, knowledge, and aspirations to work with recruiters to 

enroll in college. Each of these voices tells us that every student is different, and the 

encouragement they need is individual, but the resources required are all the same. Each 

participant approached college talks differently with their students; some encouraged their 

students to think about college to get them into the workforce. 

College-going cultures will continue to develop across high schools. Understanding how 

they work and are created is critical for higher education professionals to utilize when higher 

education enrollment rates are consistently fluid. Learning from others can create positive 

change and opportunities for future educators. Hopefully, this research will inform and give 

voices to help provide an equitable education for everyone. 
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APPENDIX A. RECRUITMENT EMAIL TO POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 
 
 
 
 
July 20, 2020 
 
 
Dear <Insert Name>, 
 
My name is Julie Glasco; I am a doctoral student at the University of Alabama, working on my 
dissertation, which focuses on administrators and school personnel who interact with rural high 
school students to help create a positive college environment. Your name and contact 
information were provided to me by your principal as a potential participant for my research at 
Southern Rural High School. 
  
This research is taking place this semester (Summer 2020), and I believe you may qualify as a 
participant based on your role and interactions with students. Participation will require an 
estimated one-hour digital interview with me via zoom, skype, Facetime, or digital platform 
choice in the next three weeks. 
  
If you are willing to participate, please complete a simple questionnaire located below. If 
interested in joining this research opportunity, please respond to the survey by Wednesday, July 
29th. Only 10 participants are needed for this study; however, if you have recommendations or 
additional participants, please email me directly at jaglasco@crimson.ua.edu.  
 
Participant 
Questionnaire: https://universityofalabama.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_2mL5grI4QLriVIF 
 
Please feel free to contact me with any questions, and I hope to hear from you soon. 
 
Kindly,  
 
Julie A. Glasco 
Doctoral Student 
Department of Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies 
The University of Alabama 
jaglasco@crimison.ua.edu
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APPENDIX B. DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

Information on this questionnaire will aid the researcher in understanding the background 
of possible participants in the study. The completion of this questionnaire does not require you to 
partake in the formal research study if selected. The responses to the following questions will be 
kept confidential and only used with a pseudonym that will not allow identification of individual 
participants, or it may be reported in aggregate form (e.g., "All of the female participants shared 
similar experiences....). 

1. Name 
1. Preferred Gender (He/She/They): 
2. Email Address: 
3. Telephone Number: 
4. Age: 
5. Race/Ethnicity: 
6. Please check one: 

         Superintendent 
         Principal 
         Counselor 
         Teacher 
         Librarian 
         Coach 
         Other (please explain) 

7. Job title: 
8. Number of years in employment at school: 
9. Highest degree earned: Please check 

         Associates Degree 
         Bachelor’s Degree 
         Master’s degree 
         Specialist Degree 
         Doctorate Degree 
 
 
 

If selected for the study, it will require a digital in-person, audio recorded interview. Please 
acknowledge by checking the blank below. 
 
         I am willing to be digitally interviewed and audio recorded for my interview (data will be 
kept confidential).  
 
If selected, the best interview times for me would be the following: (e.g. Mondays 9am-11am, 
Sundays 1pm-3pm).
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APPENDIX C. IRB Approval 
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APPENDIX D. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Introduction 

Thank you for taking time to share your experiences as an administrator with me. The purpose of 

this research is to better understand how environments created within high schools can foster a 

college-going culture for rural high school students. In the interview today, I will ask you a 

variety of questions regarding your knowledge and experience working in rural education, with 

rural students, and at a school that promotes college. 

Part 1—Rural Education (Layer 1—Student & Layer 3—School) 

Let’s start off by discussing your role and your school. 

1. Can you tell me a little about your position/role? 

2. Can you tell me a little about your school? 

3. How do you define rural? 

4. Do you consider your school rural?  

1. What do you think makes your school rural?  

5. How would you define rural student? 

1. Do you feel like your students are rural students?  

6. Do you consider yourself a rural educator? Why? 

7. Do you feel your students think of themselves as college ready? How? 

8. Do you know what percentage of your students go to college after graduation?  

a. Do you know where they go? 

b. Are they ready? 
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c. How do you get them ready (work or college)? 

d. When does the process to get them ready begin? 

e. What about the students who don’t go to college, where do they go? 

Part 2—Environment (Layer 1—Student, Layer 2—Parental & Community & Layer 3—

School) 

1. How would you explain the environment within your school? 

a. How long have you had this type of environment?  

2. Who do you feel creates the environment at your school? How? 

3. Are you familiar with the term “college-going culture”?  

a. Do you use this term—if not, then what term? 

b. How would you define a “college-going culture”? 

c. Do you consider your school as one with a “college-going culture”? 

d. What are some examples of this at your school? 

e. What are some ways in which you help to promote this to students?  

4. Do you have any planned events to increase college awareness?  

5. Does your school participate in the Imagine the Possibilities Career Expo? What other 

events, if any?  

a. How do you build off of this during high school?  

6. What happens in middle school to create this awareness of college early in a student’s 

educational experience?  

Part 3—Attitudes (Layer 1—Student & Layer 2—Parents & Community)  

1. How do you work with parents to share the message that college is important for their 

children?  
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2. Can you talk me through how you work with families to create college buy-in with 

families?  

a. I’m sure many parents have expectations for their children’s college goals, do you 

feel these expectations are being meet? 

b. Do you offer any parent events or direct communication to them regarding their 

child’s college choice? Additional interactions?    

3. What are your best practices when working with family or community members to 

achieve college readiness? 

4. What inspires you to work with high school students? 

5. Do you feel your students have an understanding of the importance of college? 

a. How? 

Part 4—Practices (Layer 1—Students) 

1. How are student schedules created?  

a. How do you decide where to place student? 

2. Do you have college or CTE tracks at your school?  

a. If so, who takes which track? 

b. How is this decided? 

3. What tests do students take (e.g. SAT, ACT, ACT Aspire, etc.) to prepare for college and 

why? 

a. How do these test help students think about postsecondary options?  

4. What AP classes or advanced courses are offered?  

a. Who takes these courses?  

b. How is this decided?
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5. How do you share information about college? 

a. Financial Aid?  

b. Application process?  

6. Which students do you share college information with?  

a. When do you share this information? 

b. If selected “groups” then ask who and why these students? 

7. Do you feel your students have an understanding of how to navigate college?  

Part 5—Outside Influences (Layer 4—Social, Economic, and Policy) 

1. Do you have a goal percentage to reach each year to meet for post-secondary enrollment 

rates?  

a. What is it?  

b. Do you meet it each year?  

c. How does this goal impact the school environment? 

2. How do you feel social influences impact your student’s decision to attend college? 

a. Do you feel students are influenced by teachers, friends, family, etc.?  

b. How do you see this unfold with students without family support/help? 

3. How does policy influence your school’s culture? (Federal, State, or local) For example 

do you have any partnerships with college programs?  

a. How about agreements with local community colleges?  

b. Do you know how these agreements came about?  

c. Are you a part of any promise programs or after school programs? 

d. Do you know of any other examples of how policy influences your school to 

promote college awareness?  
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Part 6—Wrap Up 

1. Do you have any advice to give to other teachers or educators? 

2. Is there anything else you think I should know or would like to share?  

 

Thank you so much for taking time out to speak with me about your experience and insight on 

rural education and “college-going cultures”. Your experiences and perspective are invaluable to 

the research and to other administrators ready to create similar college positive environments for 

their rural students. 
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APPENDIX E. Participant Follow-Up Email 
 
Dear [participant’s name], 
 
Thanks again for taking out time to speak with me. I have completed transcribing our 
conversation and attached it to this email. Please look over it and let me know if you have any 
questions. This is the information that I will be using. Again, your name will not be disclosed, 
nor will any identifiable information such as towns and local colleges exist.  
 
If you see any problems, please let me know. Otherwise, I will use the information attached.  
 
Respectfully, 
 
Julie 
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APPENDIX F. Red Rural Dog Promise 
 

 

 
 
 

Red Rural Dog Promise 


