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• My background 
• Monte Vista, Colorado 

• Population  4,431 

• High school graduating class 

• 63 students 

• Undergraduate experience 

• My admissions life 
• Western State Colorado University 

• Experiences recruiting rural high schools 

• My current adventure 
• Graduate Assistant, University Honors College 

• 2nd Year CSSA’er 

• Defense: April 25th 

Just A Small Town Girl Myself 
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• Overall rural numbers (2008-2009 school year) 
• 20% of the nation’s total public school enrollment are in rural districts 

• About 1 in 10 students in Oregon attends a rural public school 

• 31% of public schools in Oregon are considered rural 

• Total of 9,628,501 students nationally, 60,895 in Oregon 

• Between 1999 and 2009, rural enrollment growth of 22%, urban of 1.7% 

• 24.3% of rural Oregon students identify with an ethnic minority group 

• 8% of rural Oregon students are classified as English Language Learners 

• College enrollment 
• Nationally: 37% overall, 27% rural 

• Oregon: 37% suburban areas, 32% towns, 27% rural 

• College retention 
• Little data available, as this population is rarely tracked 

• Few differences in degree competition of rural and urban students (Gibbs, 
1998) 

 

Why Be Concerned About Rural Students? 
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• First-generation status 
• Lack of parent involvement 

• Low priority of academic achievement 

• Rural community support 
• Lack of a college-going culture 

• Few rural adult mentors with degrees 

• In Oregon, only 19% of rural adults have college degrees, compared to 31% of 
urban adults 

• Labor markets 
• Lack of jobs in rural communities requiring a degree 

• Out-migration of youth 

• Racial and ethnic Identity 
• ESL populations 

• Intersectionality 

 

Common Rural Student Barriers to College 
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• Lack of academic preparation 
• College preparatory work 

• Lack of diverse coursework 

• Funding issues 

• Few college partnerships 
• Admissions representatives at rural schools 

• Strain on high school counselors 

• Low socioeconomic status 
• Poverty as the single strongest threat to rural student achievement and 

enrollment (Johnson & Strange, 2005) 

• Costs related to traveling a great distance to college 

 

Common Rural Student Barriers to College 
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• Qualitative methodology 

• Narrative inquiry design 

• One-on-one, semi-structured interviews 

• 10 first-year student participants 
• First-year students (first-term) 

• Oregon residents 

• Full-time students 

• Graduate of a rural, Oregon high school (based on NCES data) 

• Enrolled at the host institution main campus 

• Research questions 
1. How do rural students describe their transition from high school to college? 

2. What are common lived experiences of rural students in their first term            
of college? 

3. What perceived barriers do rural students face when entering a    
postsecondary institution? 

 

Thesis Research 

 
@Karen1Ast 



The Participants 
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Name HS Class 

Size 

Gender Ethnicity First-Gen? HS GPA 

Darla 19 Female White No 4.0 + 

Sara Lee 13 Female Native 

American 

No 4.0 + 

Hailee 17 Female White No 3.5-3.99 

Gillian 40 Female White No 3.5-3.99 

Victoria 52 Female White No 4.0+ 

Molly 14 Female White Yes 4.0+ 

Heather 34 Female White No 4.0+ 

Paige 11 Female White No 4.0+ 

Paul 38 Male White Yes 3.5-3.99 

Calvin 47 Male White Yes 3.5-3.99 



1. Unexpected emotional and social transition to college 
• Self-identified emotions 

• Expectations vs. reality 

• Social disconnects from home 
 

2. Self-identified motivations for enrolling in college 
• Mentors 

• Personal goals 

• Desire to not be “stuck” 
 

3. Lack of social and co-curricular involvement 
• Size increases 

• Inability to form friendships 

• Changes in involvement levels 

 

Overall Themes 
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“I mean it was scary honestly…I was really 

scared…it’s just totally different “(Molly) 

“I didn’t want to be stuck in my home town.      

I wanted to get away and move out and have 

new experiences” (Victoria) 

“You grow up with your class and everyone 

knows you and you have friends…so coming 

here and not knowing anybody and nobody 

knowing you…like I don’t know where to begin, 

how to make friends, who to make friends with” 

(Gillian) 



4. New exposure to diversity and consciousness of a rural 
identity 

• Diversity of identities and viewpoints 

• Rural culture as a marker of difference  
 

5. Prioritization of labor over education in rural communities 
• Lack of a college-going culture 

• Lack of financial resources 

 

6. Rural secondary schools as a barrier and catalyst for college 
success 

• Poor quality of rural schools 

• Early academic difficulty in college 

• Hidden benefits of rural schools 

 

Overall Themes 
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“Once you…get more introduced to a more 

diverse culture, going back to such a, you 

know, one-minded culture can be really 

frustrating (Gillian) 

“as far as the town looks at [college]…it’s like 

‘no one in the town went to college…everyone 

works at the mill, no one has any 

postsecondary education, we’re just fine 

without college’” (Calvin) 

“My high school didn’t prepare me well at all I 

feel like [because] I wasn’t getting challenged 

there, and it was nothing like what it is here” 

(Darla) 



Ask students where they are from—this matters! 
• Participants indicated a sense of pride in their hometown 

• Tended to be more open to talk when I self-disclosed my background 

• Research student hometowns/high schools before the advising session 

• Understanding related to size differences 

Mentors as motivation for this population 
• In high school as well as college 

• Need for mentors with college degrees 

Lack of social and co-curricular involvement 
• Inability to form friendships, changes in involvement levels 

• Applicability especially to UESP students 

Understanding of prior academic offerings 
• Lack of AP/IB/college courses in many rural high schools 

 

Implications for Academic Advising 
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• Track these students! 

• Rural student mentoring program 

• Rural student first-year experience courses 

• Social mixers for students from select high schools 

• Listing of clubs/orgs specific to “typical” rural interests 

• Increase financial aid/scholarship offerings to rural students 

• Include rural students in conversations surrounding 
underrepresented populations 

• Partnerships with CAMP, EOP, etc. 
 

Interested in hearing more? 

• Thesis Defense, Friday, April 25th 1:00 p.m., Furman 404 

 

 

Other Suggestions 
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The Condition of Rural 
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• https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/schoolsearch/ 

• National Center for Educational Statistics, Common Core 
of Data 

• Only public schools 

• I utilized only Oregon public schools that included 12th 
grade 

 

 

Data Collection 
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