DOCUMENT RESONE

BD 201 459 BC 012 688
AUTHOR Downey, Ronald G. , -

TITLE Higher Education and Rural Youth.

PUB DATE 9 Nov 80 , , -

NOTE 11p. : Paper presented at the Annual Kansas State

University Rural and Small School Conference (2ad,
Manhattan, KS, November 9-11, 1980).

EDRS PRICE MFO1/PCO01 Plus Postage. :

DESCRIPTORS Acadenmic Achievement: Academic Persistence: *College
Attendance: College Choice: College Students:
*Equcational Attitudes: Educational Background:
*Family Influence: *Higher Education: Occupational
Aspiration: Role Models: *Rural Youth: *Sozjial
Influences

ABSTRACT L , S ,
: Small rural social systems tend to have great impact
on the social behavior and performance of rural youth in higher
education. The issue is the degree to which raral youth from a soscial
environment requi;ing active and continuous social involveaent can
exist in a larger social system which may require more passive and
observational modes of social interaction. Evidence suggests that
they can cope successfully. Generally, youth from smaller schools
(versus larger schools) tend to think their work is more important,
take broader roles, have greater skills in social communication, have
2 greater sense of group cohesiveness, and find their work more
meaningful. However, rural youth have limited occupational role
podels; consequently, they have limited views of occupational
opportunities and tend to select from familiar areas. The general
socio-economic level of a student's family is a minor contributor to
his chances of remaining in college. The higher the educational level

of his parents, the more likely he is to persist in college. Within 2a
single institution, few (if any) differences exist between students
from rural versus metropolitan areas in te.ms of academic perforaance
or persistence. However, rural youth may enter college slightly less
prepared by their high school background. (CM)
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The purpose of this paper is to investigaté the factors which could and -
do influence rural students' attitudes towards, attendance at, and

performance in higher education. As 2 prelude to determining these factors,
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it is important to identify the.potential sources of influence.

Specifically, I will be 1ookihg at three major influence factors: general
social environment, family background, and educational backaround.

Another potential source of influence which I have not considered is genetic,
since it does not seem to be reasonable that any nenetic differences exist
for rural youth (e.g., intelligence). While I will tend to talk of these
factors as separate infiuences, it should be recognized that they all
interact with each other and, in fact, form the environmental network within
which rural youth grow up and mature.

In preparing this paper, I have attempted to identify salient features
of the aforementioned factors and their potential impact on the performance
of rural youth in higher education. I should also make it clear that I will
be concerned with the modal response of rural students and not how any
single individual may or may not perform before and during their higher
education experience.

In examining the features which impac upon rural students, one
outstanding feature can be identified; tha= is, the smallness of the social
systems within which rural youth develop. ™mall social systems tend to have

some rather dramatic impacts upon the sox behavior and performance of
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rural youth. (The infarmation be“ow was taken from Barker and Gump, 1964;
Barker, 1968; and Downev, 197C.) Specifically, students from smaller rwral
schools tend to engage in = va—==> of proarams and tend to maintain their
program activities in the =z:ce = aversitv. Also, szudenzc from sma. or
schools tend to engage in =var—i; of 1eaaership a’ct*viﬁes, chcose
difficult tasks and importcnt t=ws, and end to persevere in *hair
activities.

Contrary to the popular v t== studenzs from sma’Ter scnools *=m ..c de
less sensitive and evalu—tve == Ziffavences thet ~Tey “inc - rer -
studernts. Perhaps an ex=r~ - 1= mder to éxpiaﬁ t!n;s prenomenT. .n a
small scbesl in which on - -~ . —~ites mumter ~ individuals are avaTac= <0
sJaci32 - in sports ac--viti--, adivicws «ith 1°=—ted s¢r-11c 2z wzlued
Xy tmeir y<-y presence aione ~ :  ncT rec. wed -t == super—tars.
706t often find %=~ -'vas 1n pasTtions ——reate res, sBi.ity

A

& rmare +yacloanal uti h’.*_, . ~erefore, ctten - inathemselves

$hy . -aonci'w zreater instcuwyy e to their neinc thwwn into areas ant
dctivi'jes ‘n which they ¥= -~ *e= than comvetent. TA%s greater degree ~f
sr:3” participation leads =7v- —serse of satisfactom and accomplishmers with
= rather than watching. Asm ~ural vouth tend 0 be absent less often
-~ social activities, tend =r gersist in jobs and jositions, and to a

o =-—Br degree, are punctual. Thic greater degree o sarticipation and

Tl 'ty in social groups leass tp {ifferent attitume= on the part of rural
sout- towards work and sccial ~ries. Generally, thev tend to think their -
xor: 75 more important, tend it —=-2 broader ro'ls, mwe greater skills in

ociz communication, have a c==fer sense of grmui —shesiveness, and find

—hetr sork more meaningful.



To quickly summar-ze, youth ¥m snalle~ school: "wersus bigger schools)
tend tc participate more often it sociia activities. mve positive attitudes
towards +ris particip;: n, and tend to be more effetive. What. then, is
the impac+= of this ba¢ -—ound upDr their behavior and performanc~ in higher
educat- m~

Before discussim this impact, am= mus: recognize that inst tutiorms of
higher ecucation in e mized Sutes ar< very hetsrogmmous (e.c.. sy vary
in size, social structiF=. —iSsSior, fews . pTa-cé. 21 S0 on). Clse~iv, the
experiences of a rurz” you= ™ a ocal commumity coilere will di¥fe-
dramatically from thsse of an ‘naivi~ual in a Sarge, urzan, non-r=stcential
college. For those rural ouTr ver d2C102 tr vemain &t home and —Tomd 2
local community co‘iege, tmess sorial ewperismces wi™ mmable thes =t
continue to perform adequate vy im heir presen: saocia. =wvirommen—. ~or those
individuals who decide to go =¢ = large. wrian. Commuter universit;. —m=se
same social skills may wel]l ze—=tFunct-oral asd jeac Xt a variety ==
inappropriate and dissatisTyinc =xmerientys. Sor these individuals who
decide to attend land-grart anc =tate usiversity systsmz, these experiences
may be somewhat ditferent. Most land-c-ant and stat= universities exist :in
small metropolitan or towr envi~usment= TAeY are D—werily -=sidential n
character (i.e., the students ~="id® 31 ¢»ms and on campus), and they
engage in a variety of academic and .aci2l ewoerierces for the students.
Therefore, of the three types of wnivers-ties which I have enumerated, tme
land-grant and state university systemc ave more Iikely to require sociai
interactive skills for their student bofS=. Also, it should be noted that
research (Downey, ]980) had indicated Hws= Tudents who becoms invo}véd in
academic and social activities tend to Dere™sT until graduéticn in these

universities. The issue, therefore, becomes the degree to which rural youth,




whe were raised in a social environment which required active and
comtiinuous sccial involvement, can exist in a larger social system which
may require more passive and observational modes of social interaction.

The weight of the evidence would strongly suggest that rural youth
can make this aCcommodating effort. They, in fact, can change from active
participatory social interaction to a more inactive, observational mode.
This change in role behavior is required by the larger numbers of potentiai
participants in sccial activities at institutions of higher learning and
therefore is required of most students in this context.

A social factor which I have not discussed to this point is the
occupational role models that rural youth enccunter (ACT, 1974). In rural
and small-town environments, the numbers of individuals in varied -
occupational roles tend to be limited. There is an underrepresentation of
individuals in high technology areas (e.g., communications), individuals
in artistic endeavors (a concert pianist), and individuals in a variety of
social service areas (e.g., a psychclogist). With these statements, I do
not intend te suggest that there are nof appropriate role models for rural
youth in terms of occupational ~uc.c: only that there is a degree of
limitation engendered by the sma:ve- social/occupational environment.
Cérfainly the pervasiveness of ma,. communications would, to some degree,
modify these limitations and expand the views that students have of
potential occupations.

Yhat, then, may be the effects of this limitation? To some degree, one
would expect and find that rural youth, upon entering higher education, have
more limited views of the occupational opportunities that exist and would
select from the areas with which they are most familiar. AS they proceed

through college, rural youth would therefore be expected tc engage in more



frequent changes in their majors and to have a greater sense of insecurity
in their choices as their occupational views are expanded from their
interactions with faculty and students. Since mmre than three-quarters of
an entering student body chamees their educatiomel and occupational goals
bef re graduation, changing is a natural event for the majority of college
students.

To the degree that students perceive the incompatibility of their
particular occupation and return to their rural environment, they will
evaluate these occupations in a different light.

The second major category that I am going to discuss that may impact
upon rural youth and their success in higher education is their family
background. A quick review of biodemographic information (U.S. Census,
1972) on rural versus urban families indicates a variety of dimensions upon
which they may differ. These dimensions include the mother's and father's
occupation, education, and finances. A similar subset of family background
factors nas been found to be important in predicting persistence of students
in college (Astin, 1976). Specificaiiy, the generai socio-economic level of -
a student's family is a contributor, albeit minor, to the student's chances
of remaining in an institution of higher learning. The educational
backgfound of the student's mother and father are contributors to this
persistence; specifically, the degree to which the mother or father has a
college degree contributes pcsitiveiy to the student's persistence in college.

Research has determined that students who have lived on a farm, lived in
a small town, or lived in a moderate sized city are more frequent drop-outs
than individuals from larger, metropolitan areas. If we examine this

research in depth, it may well be an artifact of certain student tendencies.




Most studem— tenc == attemt x ‘mstitution of highe~ learning which is
near their : iwce of ~ecidem= 3 the degree that rmral students ——=nd
smaller inst~=ations 2nd/e— :té+e institutions and do not attend
metropolitar “mstitutimms_ - vce versa, and to the degree thess
institusions =ay diffe~ in Zves- w=tention rates, then these sta—st'cs
which were bz== on cam:sr—=mx 5 mrrughout the Unitee States may be
misieading. Thet is, %r a wsder who attends a stare university has a
greater chance 7f not =.~v° -wr in that state university than a
metropolitan stmdent win at=esuxs a metropolitan university, clearly the
variable of ins=rest ¥t 0= e place of residence but the institutimr
Support for th= thexs. -an oe found in a variety of research project=
conducted at Kamsas Swaw University (Downey, 1978, 1980). When the
persistence rete for students =-om various sized high schools was
compared, litts2 if = , effect was found. Further, there were few if any
differences 1v —he perSarmance of students from rural versus metrosolitan
areas. This amu1d *amt to suggsst that within a single institutios, few
if any diffem="es exist between students from rural versus metromsitan
areas in ter— < tre¥ academic performance or persistence.

The thiriz==d f-mal influence upon the performance of rural ymuth in
higher educa=rmsr is +heir education preparation in high school. Tm= data
we will primaril_ 5e dealinc with was provided by the ACT office anc 2on
Davis here in Mamezttan, Kamsas (ACT, 1974). The information comes =rmm
the ACT test asd ‘== questionnaire items. It is clear when one looks
the ACT scores of students from rural versus larger high schools that =*here
are ACT differences in all areas. Similar differences exist for bothr males

and females, and for students from different high school curriculum-areas.




Differences for all ACT ar=as are amproximately one to two points on the
average. These are stzistically sitnr—icant results, but the practical
significance must be cmestioned. I- :nould be apparer— that the vast
majority of rurza® and :~oan students waxe similar ACT zcores. One would
expect and find ='milar’y small diff=rencss would exist at the university
level.

The result- "> seif-reported higr whool grades are not quite as
clear. In the == . —om ACT, rural stu-emts tend to report slightly lower
grades in all z=zmen - =reas reported (i.e., math, English, social studies,
and natural sc’ -nce. These differences =ease to exist if you look further
at students vh> nave :taken college pre~ -ztory courses. Further, in data
that I collectsc at kansas State Unive ity, students from rural schools
tended to have = sligktly higher self- oorted GPA's than those from urban
areas, suggest—g that a self-selection process occurs for students from
college bound—=rograms and students wio decide to attend institutions of
higher education. The results of this self-selection are to weed out
students with lower high school grades. These self-selection processes do
not seem to effect achievement test scores. '

There is evidence that rural youth genera]iy have lower aspirations,
are not sure of their goals in academic areas, and predict lower performance
for themselves in college. It would appear, on the surface, that those
students who have lower aspirations and are not sure of their goals iend not
to apply for entrance to.higher education.

In addition to the students' lower performance in high school, rural
youth tend to have a slightly different level of satisfaction with their

high school experiences. Specifically, rural youth are less satisfied



with the variety of courses offered, the rules and regulations af the high
school, the school's library, their 1ab experiences, the programs for
academicaiiy outStahding students, and programs that provide career
counse]ing. On the other hand, rural youth versus urban youth zr=
satisfied with the gradimg practices and testing procedures, amc 0
differences existed for their satisfaction with the type of ims=ruction.

To sum it up, rural youth tend to feel that their high school crearams were
less adequate.

If one examines these perceptions, cne can see that the smacents'
dissatisfaction tends to center upon peripheral types of programming.
Smaller high schools can i11 afford the resources required tc provide
programs of genera1 counseling, guidanCe, 1ibrary facilities. and Taboratory
facilities. Also, they are less adequately equipped and sta®fed in programs
for the academically outstanding. Therefore, one could suspect rural youths'
perceptions of their high school environment are correct.

What, then, is the expected outcome cf these aforementioned differenc :.

in high school achievement and perception? Studies or rural students’

performance in higher education are scanty, to say the least. As I have
mentioned, I have conducted studies looking at differences in college
achievement and retention for rural versus urban students. Similarly, ACT
Specifically, rural youth were lower in all ACT areas. On the other hand,
rural students attending Kansas State University tended to have higher
self-reported high school grades. The selection factor which seems to
operate is one where students from rural environments attending higher
education tend to ~ome from college preparatory programs, tend to have

higher levels of expectations, and tend to be more secure in their academic
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goals. Of those student: rc survive four academic semesters at Kansas
State University, no di¥S==eyces in grade point between rural and urban
students exist. Four ssmestsys seems to be an appropriate point for
checking their performarc=, since students who survive four semesters tend
to remain in coiiege untsT graduation. The number of students who survive
four semesters tends to ®e similar across all levels of high school size.
This study would suggest that, low ACT not withstanding, the rural students
performed as well as uroan students and remained in college at a similar
rate.

From the informatimm presented to this point, it appears that rural
youth are not at a disadvantage in attending institutions of higher
education of certain types or sizes. As I mentioned before, there is a
tendency for rural youth to be somewhat different in their selection
patterns from urban youth. It would appear that in choosing an institution
~f higher education, rural youth are maximizing their strong points.
Specifically, rural vouth may be realistic in projecting their successes in
higher education. Success in institutions of higher learning is made ﬁp of
a variety of factors including academic preparedness, aspiration level,
social and academic invoivement, and occupationai goais. There is evidence
that rural youth may enter institutions of higher learning slightly i1l
prepared in terms of their high school background; however, they more than
compensate for these difficulties because they have higher levels of
aspiration, are better prepared social1y to deal with co]iege aétivities,
and are better able to identify and pursue clear goais.’

I should caution you that all of the information that I have spoken to

you about to this point deals with groups. Any single individual could
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break these group norms. Particularly, some rural youth do not enter
higher education with c]ean goa1s; others will make poor choices in terms

of the institution of higher education they attend. Still others, high ACT
scores not withstanding, will find themselves with academic problems. There
is little in the evidence I have discussed to this point to suggest anything
other than slight caution, in dealing with rural youth, in their chances for

success in higher education.
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