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Background and Justification

• While rural students are 
increasing better educated, 
there is a growing gap in 
educational attainment 
between rural students 
and their urban 
counterparts (USDA, 2017).
• These gaps are particularly 

prevalent for rural men, as 
rural women hold a much 
greater share of degrees at 
every level (USDA, 2017).



Literature Review

• Some scholars have 
envisioned college choice 
as a linear process, ranging 
from as few as three stages 
(such as in Hossler & 
Gallagher’s [1987] model) 
to as many as seven stages 
(such as in Kolter’s [1976] 
model).
• Figure borrowed from 

Furukawa (2011).



Literature Review

• Other scholars have framed the 
college choice process through the 
use of ecological models, 
acknowledging that various layers of 
students’ environments may 
influence their postsecondary 
choices.

• Perna’s (2006) proposed conceptual 
model for studying college choice 
integrates aspects of economic and 
sociological approaches, assuming 
that individuals assess the costs and 
benefits when deciding whether to 
pursue a college education.



Theoretical Perspectives

• The first perspective we employ is Somers’ (1994) narrative 
constitution of identity, which shifts the focus from identity as 
attached to the self or identity as a category to identity as residing in 
relations – and more specifically, relations in time and place. The 
narrative identity approach then poses that social action can only be 
understood by recognizing “that people are guided to act by the 
structural and cultural relationships in which they are embedded and 
by the stories through which they constitute their identities” (Somers, 
1994, p. 624).



“College is for women.”

“Women should be … 
and men should be …”



Theoretical Perspectives

• We utilize Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) ecological systems framework in 
order to provide a more concrete structure in analyzing the various 
levels of relationships and representations which sustain public 
narratives in rural areas.
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Methods

• Descriptive, collective case 
study which involved 
interviews with 8 students 
and 2 counselors and 6 
months of observations at 2 
rural high schools.

• Thorough literature review in 2 
separate research databases, 
supplemented by other popular 
texts on rural students and 
communities.



Macrosystem

• ”College is for women”
• Of the 4 men interviewed, only 3 expressed interest in college and only 1 

actually named a college.
• Of the 4 women interviewed, all 4 expressed interest in college, named 

institutions of interest, and shared their intended major.

• “Women should … and men should …”
• Women careers were often confined to teaching, nursing, allied health, or 

pharmacy.
• Men careers often confined to oilfield work, farming, or law enforcement.



Exosystem

• These narratives were reinforced by gender representation in the 
local economy.
• When we examine those professions that have been slowest to close 

gender gaps in recent decades, it is apparent that many of those 
professions are those which populate rural economies, specifically 
those in the extraction industry and in the agricultural sector (Hess et 
al., 2015).
• Other studies on rural education have too noticed these trends and 

their associations with student post-graduation motivations, but then 
failed to explore what this means across genders (e.g., Hardré, 
Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009; Irvin et al., 2011).



Mesosystem

• In poorer and more rural areas, the purpose of schooling is often 
framed in terms of outcomes, such as provision of credentials, while 
in wealthier and more urban areas, schooling is more about academic 
rigor (Demi et al., 2010; Schafft & Biddle, 2013). In turn, rural schools 
may involve functions that are seen less often in more urban settings, 
such as in the case of academic tracking (Kreisman & Stange, 2018).
• Schools often further reflect community patterns of who should be 

doing what. In our schools of study, both counselors and both 
principals were women, and the majority of teachers were women.



Microsystem

• Research has found that rural men are much less likely to seek out 
information regarding future plans from counselors and teachers than 
their women counterparts: however, they were more likely than 
women to seek out information from coaches (Griffin, Hutchins, & 
Meece, 2011).
• Rural women are also much more likely to talk to their friends about 

future plans, as compared to their men counterparts (Griffin et al., 
2011).



Conclusion and Recommendations

• Increase awareness that an issue exists in regard to the public 
narratives that persist in these communities.
• Provide counternarratives with which students may identify.
• Be mindful of the identities of individuals working in rural 

communities and how those identities may reinforce public 
narratives.
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