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Perspectives on the Future of Rural

Education in [State]
Introduction

The landscape across rural [State] continues to operate from a consistent strategy of change. Many rural communities are faced with the issue of whether or not they can continue to support their local public school system. Thoughts of consolidation, re-structuring of school districts, low teacher pay and teacher shortages, and communities sharing resources with the hopes of surviving the current wave of cutbacks in state funding without raising local taxes has many citizens in rural areas operating in a mode of crisis.

Conceptual Framework
Public schools in rural communities are being forced in record numbers to either close their doors or consolidate with other, nearby districts in favor of larger, more economically efficient schools. “In 1930, there were more than 130,000 school districts [in the United States]. By 1950, the number had shrunk to 83,718; by 1980 to 15,625; by 1990 it was 15,500” (Ornstein, 1992, p. 322). This, coupled with the fact that the population of the United States has continued to increase, has created a situation in which fewer schools serve more students. Nevertheless, what is the driving force behind this effort to establish fewer, but larger schools?

However, the problem concerning the retention of young people extends beyond the traditional family farm. In rural communities, graduating students who see no future locally leave town, and a snowball effect begins. “These young people are no longer there to start families, to send their children to school, to buy toothpaste from the local druggist, or to buy houses from the local realtor. A “brain drain” leaves fewer high-quality workers to attract high-quality jobs. Fewer high-quality jobs mean even fewer opportunities for the next generation of students, who will find themselves forced by economic necessity to leave the community” (Christie, 2001, p. 425).


This study drew off the work of Bourdieu’s social theory and contextualized the concept of a “rural school” as a cultural field involving the resources such as economic, social, political, and academic factors (Bourdieu, 1991). Bourdieu (1991) acknowledges past traditions within various environments including linkages and relationships related to family interactions, social interactions, and educational experiences with a view of how these factors may play out in future interactions on how communities either thrive, maintain, or destruct.

Methodology

The specific objectives of the study were to:

1. Identify the beliefs rural citizens possess concerning an “ideal” outlook of rural public education in [State].

2. Identify the beliefs rural citizens possess concerning a “realistic” outlook of rural public education in [State].

3. Compare the “ideal” and “realistic” mean scores on the beliefs’ citizens possess concerning rural public education in [State].

The population for this study consisted of all community members from a targeted rural [State] school district (N=200) consisting of two separate communities. This school district was selected to serve as a case study representative of other school districts and communities facing similar issues relating to community vitality and educational needs. Participants were surveyed through a Delphi approach (Borg & Gall, 1988; Rojewski, 1990) during fall of 2002/spring of 2003 with a total sample of 34 community citizens completing all three rounds of the Delphi procedure for consensus building (Sackman, 1975).
Results/Findings

Participants were asked to rank various responses related to the role the school plays in determining the sustainability of their community. Items were listed on a dual scale related to the responses as being “Ideal” and/or “Realistic” using the same Likkert scale (1=highly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=somewhat disagree, 4=somewhat agree, 5=agree, and 6=highly agree). The greatest discrepancies (greater than a 1.5 mean difference) between “Ideal” and “Realistic” occurred on 13 identified items. The top five differences between realistic and idealistic occurred on the following statements: 1) The state will devise a more equitable tax base than the current property tax system to shift the tax burden to those with the greatest buying power (realistic 2.78; idealistic 4.79), 2) [State] Senators realize the importance of rural communities to our state’s economy and it will be reflected in state aid disbursements (realistic 2.31; idealistic 4.26), 3) Small schools will be closed (realistic 4.71; idealistic 2.76), 4) Student will have to travel farther to have access to a school (realistic 5.08; idealistic 3.21), and 5) Educational programs will be sacrificed in order to keep the school doors open (realistic 4.75; idealistic 2.94).
Conclusions


The critical thirteen responses demonstrating significant differences relating to the perceived Ideal and Realistic future identify key areas for improvement in rural communities in the near future. Decisions made in these areas could have the most profound effects on not only the future of public education in rural [State], but also the general health of rural communities, and in turn could influence [State’s] entire Agricultural-based economy. As the gap between what is realistic and what is idealistic grows, hope is diminished and a sense of helplessness invades the rural community, which affects a community quality of life.
Implications/Impact on the Profession

The implications to the agricultural education profession are devastating. In a time when we are trying to grow agricultural education programs to achieve of goal of 10,000 quality agricultural education programs by 2015, [State] is trying to keep open the doors of its rural schools where the vast majority of agricultural education program exist. The community members within this study have let their voice be heard. If state leaders in [State] are unable to listen to our rural citizens and change various economic factors related to state expenditures to secondary education, then we will be unable to contribute to the goal of 10 x 15 and ultimately the agriculture, food, and natural resource system will be unable to attract our agricultural education students into their professional fields. 
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