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Research

A Focus on Rural Communities: College Student Perspectives on the Strengths and
Challenges of Rural Living

Introduction

According to the USDA Economic Research Bureau, 46 million people live in rural America,
making up 14% of the U.S. population (Dobis et al., 2021). Rural Americans hold communal
attitudes that reflect upon their community, such as social cohesion, economic wealth, and
personal security (Reimer, 2006). Despite these attitudes, rural communities face challenges
regarding education, the economy, infrastructure, mental health, and accessibility. Research
shows that communities may struggle to change because they lack the resources, desire to
change, lack organization, or believe they cannot change (Cavaye, 2001). Focus on
developments such as adequate infrastructure, economy, policy, and delivery of services are
critical components in further community development (Cavaye, 2001). The purpose of this
study was to investigate how college students from rural areas identify components of rural
living to describe the strengths and challenges and the impact on their future after graduation.

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework

The Community Capitals Framework (CCF) provided the basis for investigating rural
communities (Flora et al., 2005). The idea behind the CCF was to help understand different parts
of a community and how they interact with one another: financial, built social, human, cultural,
natural, and political capital. These capitals contribute to a community’s vitality and the
structures and systems in place.

Methodology

Focus groups (FC) are used as a self-contained method and in combination with other research
methods to gather qualitative data (Morgan, 1996). Three FCs (N = 31) were conducted
exploring rural issues through the lens of college students from area communities. The FC
discussed challenges related to agricultural and natural resources, mental health, education,
economic opportunities, and accessibility. Data was collected and transcribed using OtterAi, and
data analysis consisted of a three-stage coding process (Stake, 1994). The coding process
included individually identifying common words and statements, combining researchers' notes,
developing emerging themes, and then developing the overarching themes and subthemes.

Results/Findings

Data analysis resulted in six emerging themes and encompassed the challenges and experiences
of rural students. The Importance of Community Culture theme captures the significance of
community culture and how this dynamic positively contributes to the values of their rural
community. Participants expressed how community members adopt this culture and are willing
to establish close relationships. One participant described the culture as “neighbors helping
neighbors.” A second theme centered on the Lack of Broadband and Technology. Many agreed
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that their communities have fewer educational and economic resources than cities. Participants
acknowledged a need to improve community infrastructure to attract people to rural
communities, including improving technology in the community, addressing internet connection
issues, and improving transportation. A third theme focused on Bringing Knowledge Back,
including ideas focused on teacher retention, funding, and accessibility. Much of the
conversation centered on teacher retention. Many participants expressed concern for the “lack of
appreciation and understanding” and expressed gratitude for their educational experiences.

A fourth theme focused on Lack of Response Surrounding Mental Health, where
participants agreed that mental health is not talked about nor recognized. Participants agreed that
“there are more resources on campus than there are in a rural community.” A fifth theme
centered on The Idea of Coming Back Home, where participants expressed a desire to return
home but identified that their hometowns lacked opportunities to attract them back after college
graduation. One participant stated, “I would love to return home, but there is no job.” The last
theme focused on Leadership Views. Participants defined community leaders as people in power
who are involved in their communities. Several students agreed that those who actively invest in
the local community are highlighted as community leaders, including teachers, administration,
and school board members. Others suggested that farmers and ranchers take on significant
leadership roles within the community.

Conclusions

The findings of this study showcase that rural communities help develop strong roots for college
students and allow them to recognize the challenges of these areas, such as rural broadband,
educational opportunities, and access to resources. There is a need for more conversations
regarding critical societal challenges like mental health. The value of community and family is
strong among participants. It demonstrates a valuable connection to their rural communities
(Reimer, 2006), which impacts their decisions to return home after obtaining higher education or
technical training. Students see those in a position of power as “leaders” in their community,
therefore showing the need for leadership development and education programs in rural areas.

Implications & Recommendations

Based on the study findings, researchers conclude that the focus group data can help better
understand the connections and value of rural spaces for college students from rural
communities. This provides a clearer understanding of challenges, including the lack of
understanding and acknowledgment of mental health challenges in rural communities. Students'
experiences growing up in rural communities impact their views on education, leadership, and
community based on their individual and unique experiences in their home communities. Future
practice in rural communities should investigate advanced education pathways and their
motivation to return to the rural community where they grew up. Additionally, these focus
groups revealed better ways of understanding students, understanding messages related to these
themes in rural communities, and views on rural leadership and the impact of place-based
leadership and motivation.
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