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Introduction/ Conceptual Framework
The exodus of the most academically talented rural students to metropolitan areas has been dubbed the “rural brain drain”, and poses a threat not only to the social and economic vitality of rural communities, but to their very survival (Artz & Yu, 2009). This loss of ‘the best kids’ (Carr & Kefalas, 2009, p. 29) leaves many rural communities with lower levels of social and human capital (Gibbs, 2005), decreasing and aging populations (Monk, 2007), decreasing tax bases (Gibbs, 2005), and struggling local economies (Petrin, Schafft, & Meece, 2014). According to Ferry (2006), perceptions of the home community have an impact on youth’s decisions to either remain in or return to their rural home communities. Exploration of college students’ perceptions of their home communities may provide insight regarding how [State] rural communities can market attractive aspects of their communities in order to encourage youth to return upon graduation. 

Purpose & Methodology
The purpose of this study was to describe and compare rural and metropolitan students’ perceptions of the importance of and their satisfaction with selected aspects of their home communities. The sample (N = 109) for this survey design study consisted of undergraduate agriculture and human environmental sciences students enrolled in three sections of an introductory-level computer applications course taught during the Fall 2014 semester. This course was purposively selected because students from a wide variety of majors and, therefore, community types were enrolled. Ninety-four (86.2%) students provided usable responses. The researcher-developed instrument contained 19 items describing community characteristics; for each statement, respondents rated the importance of the community characteristic and their satisfaction with the characteristic using a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = Not important/satisfied; 4 = Very important/satisfied). Instrument stability was established using students (n = 21) enrolled in a different introductory agriculture course; coefficients of stability of .61 (satisfaction) and .62 (importance) were obtained and deemed acceptable for this study (Miller, Torres, & Lindner, 2005). One additional item requested respondents to provide the zip code for permanent home address. Respondents were classified as either rural or metropolitan based on the Rural-Urban Commuting Area zip code approximation database (RHRC, 2015).  

Results/ Findings
Slightly over one-half (54.2%) of respondents were from rural communities. Because importance and satisfaction data were not normally distributed, Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric tests were used to identify significant (p < .05) differences between student groups. Rural students rated the importance of 13 of the 19 community characteristics significantly lower than did metropolitan students (Table 1). Rural and metropolitan students rated their satisfaction with only three of 19 community characteristics differently. Rural students were significantly less satisfied with the availability of good-paying jobs and the cost of living in their home communities. Conversely, rural students were significantly more satisfied with the community factor, “People who share my religious values,” than were metropolitan students. Both groups of students placed high importance on access to high-speed internet service and cell phone coverage; both were satisfied with these two aspects of their respective local communities.



	Table 1. Rural (n = 53) and Metro (n = 41) Students’ Perceptions of Importance and Satisfaction with Selected Aspects of Their Home Communities

	
	Importancea
	Satisfactionb

	
	Rural
	Metro
	χ2
	Rural
	Metro
	χ2

	Good Paying Jobs
	2.38
	3.05
	13.01***
	3.74
	3.93
	4.14*

	Clean Environment
	2.92
	3.27
	3.33
	3.40
	3.56
	1.37

	Places for people my age to hang out
	2.28
	2.93
	8.81**
	3.11
	3.22
	0.17

	Quality schools and teachers
	2.96
	3.49
	8.79**
	3.58
	3.76
	0.66

	Good stores and shopping facilities
	2.43
	3.39
	18.72***
	3.23
	3.59
	3.27

	Cultural opportunities
	2.00
	3.15
	20.09***
	3.15
	3.49
	2.64

	Many changes to get ahead
	2.40
	3.12
	13.16***
	3.55
	3.60
	0.02

	People share my views
	2.57
	3.07
	4.68*
	3.30
	3.25
	0.15

	People who share my religious values
	3.00
	3.22
	0.76
	3.28
	2.88
	4.53*

	Tolerance of different religions/cultures
	2.55
	3.24
	10.25**
	3.42
	3.49
	0.00

	Indoor entertainment 
	2.29
	3.32
	19.33***
	2.83
	3.09
	1.50

	Agencies to help people solve problems
	2.25
	3.05
	17.50***
	2.92
	3.17
	1.44

	Land that can be used for recreation
	2.94
	3.00
	0.06
	3.42
	3.17
	2.00

	Home access to high-speed internet 
	3.47
	3.66
	1.45
	3.75
	3.75
	0.11

	Internet café or coffee house
	2.64
	3.40
	9.53**
	2.66
	2.90
	0.71

	Good preschool and childcare options
	2.90
	3.44
	8.93**
	3.26
	3.66
	0.09

	Reasonable cost of living
	3.30
	3.41
	0.00
	3.51
	3.76
	4.66*

	Cell phone coverage
	3.40
	3.63
	3.22
	3.58
	3.80
	1.97

	Opinions of people your age are valued
	2.58
	3.05
	6.00*
	3.36
	3.51
	0.56


a1 = Not important; 2 = Somewhat important; 3 = Important; 4 = Very important. b1 = Not satisfied; 2 = Somewhat satisfied; 3 = Satisfied; 4 = Very satisfied.
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
Both rural and metropolitan students identified access to high-speed internet connection at home as the most important characteristic of a community, a characteristic about which both groups were satisfied. Students from metropolitan areas rated the importance of more than one-half of the community characteristics significantly greater than rural students, suggesting these characteristics may not be as readily available in rural communities. This may suggest that the brain drain gap increases as rural students become aware of metropolitan opportunities (Artz & Yu, 2009; Carr & Kefalas, 2009: Gibbs, 2005). While the groups did not differ in their perceived level of importance of a reasonable cost of living, metropolitan students were more satisfied with their home communities’ abilities to provide this opportunity. This finding suggests their abilities to obtain high-paying jobs may be higher than those in rural communities, as rural communities typically boast lower costs of living than metropolises. Confirming this implication, metropolitan students were significantly more satisfied with their abilities to find good paying jobs; however, they also held greater importance in this characteristic than their rural peers. The sample for this study was restricted to freshman rural and metro students. Therefore, it is likely that upper classmen would have different perspectives. Recommendations for further study include describing how rural students’ perceptions of importance change as they spend time attending college in metropolitan areas. 
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