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Abstract

A critical aspect of rural research is carefully defining and describing the rural context. This is particularly important in rural special education research
because different definitions of rural may influence resource allocation, grant funding eligibility, and/or research findings. In order to highlight the
importance of operationalizing rural, we discuss the challenges of defining rural, provide descriptions of commonly used definitions to familiarize readers
with standardized coding schemes, and summarize an empirical example demonstrating the implications different definitions can have on rural special
education research and policy. We conclude by providing recommendations for both producers and consumers of research.
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“When we get rural wrong, we reach incorrect research conclu-
sions and fail to reach the people, places, and businesses our govern-
»
mental programs are meant to serve” (Isserman, 2005, p. 467).

Rural researchers generally agree there is no single best
definition that adequately measures the theoretical construct
of rural (e.g., Coburn etal., 2007; Coladarci, 2007; Cromartie
& Bucholtz, 2008; Hart, Larson, & Lishner, 2005; Howley,
Theobald, & Howley, 2005). As a result, numerous defini-
tions have been developed across and within disciplines, each
with its own strengths and weaknesses. Whereas the variabil-
ity in rural definitions is not an inherent limitation of rural
research, failure to adequately define and describe rural makes
itdifficult, if notimpossible, to confidently make comparisons,
interpretations, or generalizations from the rich body of rural
research studies. Further, such inconsistencies can have mean-
ingful policy consequences, as rural definitions drive resource
allocation, grant funding eligibility, policy decisions, research,
and development.

To examine how rural is commonly defined in the special
education literature, we conducted a review of the articles
published in Rural Special Education Quarterly between 2011
and 2014. We did not include reprints, position papers, and
papers presenting promising practices or viewpoints in our
review. Of the 44 articles reviewed, 14 included standardized
(i.e., federal-orstate-based) definitions of rural. The remaining
30 articles either provided a narrative of the rural context (27

articles) or merely used the term rural without further descrip-
tion. The amount of information provided in narratives varied
considerably, ranging from simply referring to the state or
region of the country to providing a thorough description of
the population (e.g., population size, socioeconomic status,
cultural background, occupational information) and its ties to
neighboring communities (e.g., distance to nearest urbanized
area).

The results of our review suggest that defining rural
is a topic deserving further attention in the rural special
education literature. First, only a minority of articles
included standardized definitions of rural, which may
indicate that some researchers are not aware of such defi-
nitions. Even if researchers have a passing familiarity with
certain standardized definitions, they may not be aware
of fundamental differences and defining features across
definitions or have knowledge of the full range of defini-
tions that are available. Second, there was considerable
variability in how rural was defined across articles. This
was to be expected, as there is no single best definition of
rural. Nevertheless, it reveals a need for rural definitions to
be compared and contrasted in order to provide guidance
as to which definition may be most appropriate for a given
context and to help research consumers synthesize findings
across studies that use different rural definitions. Third, a
handful of articles provided little to no description of the
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rural context, implying that some researchers may not realize
the extent to which the chosen operational definition of
rural impacts the generalizability of study findings.

The purpose of our paper is to highlight the impor-
tance of carefully defining and describing the rural context
in rural special education research. We begin by discussing
challenges and common pitfalls related to operationalizing
rural. Next, we provide a description of the standardized
classification systems commonly used in the United States
(U.S.) to operationalize rural. We draw across many disci-
plines to outline the variety of rural definitions used in
research and policy that may be conducive to rural special
education researchers’ own goals. Then, we summarize an
empirical example demonstrating the practical implications
that different rural coding schemes can have on rural special
education research and policy. Because standardized defini-
tions may not be appropriate for all contexts, we also discuss
narrative approaches for defining rural before concluding
our paper with recommendations for rural special education
researchers and research consumers.

Operationalizing Rural

The “operationalization of rurality has been a nagging
problem” (Jordan & Hargrove, 1987, p. 15), and research-
ers have been calling for a more refined definition of rural
as early as the mid-1960s (Ford, 1966). Given that rurality
is multifaceted and difficult to describe—let alone define—a
onessize fits all definition ranks somewhere between dicta-
torial and chimerical. Yet, the lack of a uniform definition
presents a challenge to the field because the inferences
made about rural populations can vary across operational
definitions. Moreover, some rural education research fails
to provide a definition or a clear understanding of how a
study’s authors operationalized rurality. Such omissions are
problematic because failure to clearly label and define a key
theoretical construct such as rurality invites misinterpreta-
tion, which threatens the validity of inferences one may
generalize from the study.

Operationalizing rural is a matter of construct validity,
which involves “understanding constructs and assessing
them” (Shadish et al., 2002, p. 65). Rural researchers not
only need to have a theoretical conceptualization of rural,
but must also select contexts that manifest those beliefs
or select a compatible rural classification system to assess
them. The construct label of rural has tremendous “social,
political, and economic implications” (p. 65) with different
labeling schemes producing different research results and
policy implementation outcomes. When several definitions
are reasonable, it is up to the researcher to provide a precise
explanation of the construct and tailor the research to a
particular definition, thereby allowing future researchers to
evaluate and critique how the construct, in this case rurality,
was operationalized (Shadish et al., 2002).

Research endeavors can be hindered when constructs
are not appropriately defined. This may occur when (a) a
construct is defined too broadly, (b) a construct is defined
too specifically, (c) the wrong construct is identified, or (d) a
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multidimensional construct is incorrectly defined as a unidi-
mensional construct (Mark, 2000).

The threat of defining rural too broadly is a concern
when using classification systems that do not adequately
address the important features of rural areas thought to
drive the observed phenomenon. For instance, some stan-
dardized definitions conceptualize rural “by what is not—not
urban, not metropolitan” (Isserman, 2005, p. 466) rather
than by rural places’ own characteristics. It is likely that
certain aspects of rural settings are more important than
others, making it difficult to establish the credibility of an
overarching conclusion about rurality when different types
of rural places are grouped together. Conversely, rurality
may be defined too narrowly. Defining areas as rural only
if they are particularly small and especially remote (i.e.,
frontier areas; Hart, 2012) may unnecessarily limit the
generalizability of findings. A similar issue might occur
when a study focuses on a single community. Although
explicit detail about the experiences of a community allows
readers to better understand the richness and context of
that particular setting, the depth of understanding is conse-
quently limited to that particular setting—leaving consumers
of research without confidence as to whether the findings
reflect a specific or general phenomenon. This problem
is compounded if researchers fail to provide the informa-
tion necessary for others to understand how a particular
community falls within the diverse array of rural definitions.

The risk that an incorrect construct is identified or that
multiple constructs are inappropriately reduced to a single
construct is a serious concern in rural research. Several
classification schemes group communities according to
general metrics, such as population size and distance from
an urbanized area, but other indicators of rural may be more
relevant for a given context. For instance, if economicisolation
is the proposed force of action, then commuting ties may be
relevant to include in the demarcation of community types,
but, if resources within the community are thought to be the
determining factor, then the presence or absence of a selected
institution may be a more appropriate marker.

All of these aspects contribute to the overarching
concern that findings claimed as rural phenomena may not
be truly rural. Without specific evidence to support a rural
argument, researchers may claim to have found an “inher
ently rural” phenomenon (Coladarci, 2007) when, in fact,
the identified phenomenon may be broader, narrower, or
a different phenomenon entirely. This can be especially
problematic when the criteria used to define rural are not
optimal, are broad or heterogeneous, or are not clearly
defined. For example, research conducted in communities
classified as rural but that were, for convenience, located
closest to the university where the research was coordinated
might be more likely to reveal suburban themes than inher-
ently rural processes.

These examples illustrate the importance of carefully
conceptualizing and operationalizing rural and thoroughly
explaining to the reader how the places included in a study
exemplify the components of rurality deemed relevant
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for the issues at hand. Clear explication of the context,
including but not limited to the persons and setting(s), is
necessary in order to fully evaluate any research findings.
The burden of proof for claiming a rural phenomenon or
generalizing conclusions to other rural contexts ultimately
lands on the researcher.

Similar to the standpoint taken by other rural research-
ers (i.e., Bosak & Perlman, 1982; Coladarci, 2007), our
objective is not to recommend one rural definition over
another. Rather, we advocate for the refinement of current
practices in defining rural areas by encouraging rural
researchers to include more detail on the characteristics
of the locale(s) used in their research. Coladarci (2007)
described the appropriate amount of detail as “the provision
of sufficient information about the context in which the
research was conducted so that readers can make informed
judgments regarding generalizability” (p. 2). Researchers
may be able to accomplish this goal by utilizing standard-
ized rural classification schemes or providing a complete
narrative description elucidating the researchers’ potentially
unique definition of rural place. Without this information,
the research consumer has to make assumptions as to what
constitutes rural, leaving the door open for misinterpreta-
tion of the underlying construct.

Standardized

Rural Classification Schemes

To better understand how rural is conceptualized and
defined across different areas of research, we collected

evidence from several sources. First, we reviewed recent
editions of Journal of Research in Rural Education, Journal of
Rural Health, Jowrnal of Rural Sociology, Rural Special Education
Quarterly, and The Rural Educator. Second, we conducted
Internet searches and reviewed previous literature summa-
rizing rural coding schemes (Arnold, Biscoe, Farmer,
Robertson, & Shapley, 2007; Davis & Lohse, 2011; Hart,
2012; Hart et al., 2005; U.S. Department of Agriculture,
Economic Research Service, n.d.-e).

Below, we provide summary information regarding
the strengths and limitations of existing classification
systems and include tables highlighting the rural classifica-
tion schemes we believe are most salient to rural special
education researchers. To aid the reader, we have organized
our discussion by the geographic unit (e.g., counties,
census tracts) of the scheme. Please note that the classifica-
tion schemes listed in text are a small subset of available
options and are limited to a U.S. sample of coding schemes.
Regardless of the coding scheme or national origin of the
coding methodology, our recommendations regarding the
geographic unit and ability to generalize across contexts
applies across research settings and countries.

In choosing among the rural definitions, researchers
must consider two major questions: (a) What community
characteristics are important in my study’s conceptualization
of rurality? and (b) What level of classification is most appro-
priate for my study’s objectives? These questions have direct
implications for the degree to which rural research general-
izes across contexts because research inferences only extend

Table 1
Commonly Used County Level Classification Systems
Code Organization Coding Terminology General Description
Metropolitan Office of Metropolitan Urbanized Area with population of at least 50,000, plus

and Micropolitan Statistical Areas

Statistical Areas

Management and
Budget (OMB).2

adjacent territory with commuting ties.

Micropolitan
Statistical Areas

Urban Cluster with population of 10,000 but less than
50,000, plus adjacent territory with commuting ties.

Outside Core Areas

Counties with less than 10,000.

Rural-Urban Economic Metropolitan Three metro codes: (a) 1 million or more individuals, (b)
Continuum Research Service, | (metro) between 250,000 and 1 million persons, and (c) less
Codes (Beale United States than 250,000 persons.
Codes) Depar_tment Nonmetropolitan Six codes created with two-step process. Counties
of Agriculture O . . ,
USDAY® (nonmetro) divided into three categories based on population
( (urban population of 19,999 or more persons, 2,500 to
20,000 persons, or less than 2,500 persons) and then by
adjacency to metro areas.
Urban Influence | Economic Metropolitan Two codes based on population size: (a) large (more
Codes Research Service, than 1 million) and (b) small (less than 1 million).
United States Nonmetropolitan Nine codes for OMB’s micropolitan and noncore areas.
Department : ; ,
of Agriculture Groups delineated based on population and distance
(USDAY* from large urban area.

Note. 1U. S. Census Bureau (n.d.-a, n.d.-c; 2012). 2U. S. Office of Management and Budget (2000, 2010, 2013). 3U. S. Department of Agriculture,
Economic Research Service (n.d.-b). *U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service (n.d.-d).
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to the indicators and geographic units represented in a
particular rural coding scheme. We expand on these points
in our examples for choosing among rural definitions.

County Lewvel Classification Systems

As shown in Table 1, there are several U.S. federal
coding systems that classify rural and urban areas using
county level data. A benefit of classifications by this
geographic unit is that county level information is the
smallest unit by which annual economic statistics exist
(Isserman, 2005). A limitation, however, is that counties
often contain a mixture of rural and urban populations.
Specifically, county level classification schemes can be
problematic when county lines do not closely match the
delineation of communities. For instance, the Grand
Canyon is designated as metropolitan simply because a large
city happens to be located in the same county (Isserman,
2005). Isserman refers to this problem as the “county trap”
(i.e., when communities are misclassified due to differences
within the county). This phenomenon also is described as
overbounding (Morrill, Cromartie, & Hart, 1999). Over-
bounding occurs when rural areas are classified as metropol-
itan due to county level geography, despite not having strong
ties to the urban core in the county.

A related caution with county level classifications is
the tendency to overestimate the degree of rurality in metro-
politan counties, a problem referred to as underbounding
(Hart et al., 2005). Underbounding occurs when suburban
areas at the edge of one county may have strong commuting

Table 2

ties to the next county, but these connections are masked
because the suburban county fails to meet the urbanized
area or population density requirements (Morrill et al.,
1999). Both overbounding and underbounding suggest
potential for county level classification systems to be less
sensitive to the heterogeneity of communities within
counties.

Sub-County Classification Systems

Table 2 lists coding systems that are based on smaller
geographical units such as census tracts, census blocks, and/or
ZIP codes. Census tracts are statistical subdivisions of a county
thatvarydepending on the population density of the area (U.S.
Census Bureau, n.d.-b, n.d.-d). Tracts usually include between
2,500 and 8,000 persons and do not cross county boundaries
(n.d.-b). Census tracts are the smallest classification units from
which commuting flow estimates are available (U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, n.d.-a). The
level of precision afforded by these geographic units means that
sub-county classification systems have fewer problems related
tothe “countytrap.” Nevertheless, there are drawbacks to these
sub-county level systems. For instance, classification systems
at the sub-county level have an increased potential for changes
over time because tracts and zip codes tend to be less stable than
counties (Coburn et al., 2007). It is not uncommon to have
multiple tracts within counties and/or ZIP codes, which add
to the complexity of the data. Also, some data (e.g., health and
economic information) may be in ZIP code format compared
to other classification levels because only a limited number

Commonly Used Sub-County Level Classification Systems

(USDA) and the
Health Resources
and Services
Administration’s
Federal Office of
Rural Health Policy
(ORHP)z.4

Code Unit Organization Coding Terminology General Description
Urban Census tracts | Department of Urbanized Areas Urban area with a population of 50,000 or
and rural and/or blocks | Commerce, Bureau | (UA) more people.
classification Oég'g ?fnsus Urban Clusters Urban area with a population of at least
( ) (UC) 2,500 but less than 50,000 people.
Rural Territory located outside of urbanized
areas and urban clusters.

Rural-Urban | Census tract Sponsored and RUCA codes divided into 33 different
Commuting | or zip code funded by the United categories, but two popular classification
Area Codes States Department systems: (a) four category and (b) seven
(RUCA) of Agriculture category. Categories based on the OMB’s

metropolitan/micropolitan definition,
commuting ties, and population size.

Four category

RUCA four category system includes (a)
urban, (b) large rural, (c) small rural, and
(d) isolated.

Seven category

RUCA seven category system includes
(a) urban core, (b) other urban, (c) large
rural core, (d) other large rural core, (e)
small rural core, (f) other small rural core,
and (g) isolated rural.

Note. 'U.S. Census Bureau (n.d.-b, n.d.-d;). 2U.S. Office of Management and Budget (2000, 2010,

2013). 3U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic

Research Service (n.d.-a). *Washington, Wyoming, Alaska, Montana, and Idaho Rural Health Research Center. (n.d.-b; n.d.-c).
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of government agencies use census tract level information
(Coburnetal., 2007; Hartetal., 2005; Ponce, 2013). Although
sub-county level information provides a more precise measure
of rurality compared to county level data, the drawbacks may
limit the utility of these systems for rural researchers.

Educational Jurisdiction Classification Systems

Local education agencies (LEAs; i.e., school districts)
and schools are classified using coding schemes developed
by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).
Metro-centric locale codes were used from the 1980s until
2006, and, although this coding scheme was replaced by
the urban-centric locale codes in 2006, it still serves as an
inclusion measure for one of the main federal programs for
rural schools—the Rural Education Achievement Program
(REAP; Apling & Kuenzi, 2008; U.S. Department of
Education [DOE], n.d.-a, n.d.-b, n.d.-c, n.d.-d; Strange,
Johnson, Showalter, & Klein, 2012). One of the many
improvements of the urban-centric locale system over the
metro-centric codes is the ability to distinguish remotely
isolated rural schools from rural schools closer to urban
cores (U.S. DOE Institute of Education Sciences [IES]
National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], n.d.-c).
Urban-centric locales have been developed using geocoding,
a process for determining the precise location of locales (in
this case, schools and school districts) based on longitude
and latitude. Such precision is particularly important when
trying to differentiate between school districts located just

outside an urban area and those located in more distant or
remote areas (Apling & Kuenzi, 2008). Educational jurisdic-
tion systems are useful for education researchers who are
interested in schoolrelated issues because these schemes
facilitate policy decisions and/or research conclusions at the
school and/or school district level.

Practical Implications of
Choosing Among Rural Definitions

It is clear from the above sections that a community’s
rural designation in any given study or policy implementa-
tion is dependent upon the chosen operational definition of
rural rather than representing an immutable truth. Several
studies (e.g., Apling & Kuenzi, 2008; Coburn et al., 2007;
Hart et al., 2005; Jordan & Hargrove, 1987; Koziol et al.,
2015; Miller, 2010; West et al., 2010) have examined the
comparability of rural research findings across different
rural definitions to demonstrate the practical implications
of choosing a particular definition. We add to these compar-
isons by providing an example specific to rural special
education research.

Utilizing the Elementary/Secondary Information
System (ELSi; U.S. DOE IES NCES, n.d.-b), we identi-
fied all public elementary and secondary special education
schools in the U.S. that were operational during the 2012-13
school year (N = 2,046). We then assigned the schools
geographical codes as determined by each of three standard-

Table 3
Commonly Used Educational Jurisdiction Level Classification Systems
A Coding L
Code Organization Terminology General Description

Metro- National Center for City Four city codes (large, mid-size, urban fringe large city,

Centric Education Statistics urban fringe mid-size city) based on population size and

Locale (NCES)" proximity to metropolitan statistical area (MSA).

Codes Town Two town codes (large, small) based on population size
and located outside of a MSA.

Rural Two rural codes (outside MSA, inside MSA) based on
proximity to MSA. Locations must be census-defined rural
territory.

Urban- National Center for City Three city codes (large, midsize, small) based on

Centric Education Statistics population size. City schools and districts must be inside

Locale (NCES)2 urbanized area inside principal city.

Codes Suburb Three suburban codes (large, midsize, small) based on
population size. Suburban schools and districts must be
outside principal city and inside urbanized area.

Town Three town codes (fringe, distant, remote) based on
distance from urbanized area. Town schools and districts
must be inside urban cluster.

Rural Three rural codes (fringe, distant, remote) based on
distance from urbanized area. Rural schools and districts
must be census-defined rural territory.

Note. 'U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.-a). 2 U.S. Department of Education,
Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.-c).
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ized rural classification systems: (a) Urban Centric Locale
Codes, (b) Rural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA) Codes,
and (c) Rural-Urban Continuum Codes (RUCC). We
obtained the Locale Codes, which classify schools directly,
from ELSi. We condensed the 12 codes into 4 to define
schools as city, suburban, town, or rural. The RUCA codes,
on the other hand, classify census tracts or ZIP code areas
rather than classify schools directly. We merged schools’
ZIP codes (obtained from ELSi) with the ZIP version 2.0
RUCA codes updated in 2007 (Washington, Wyoming,
Alaska, Montana, and Idaho Rural Health Research Center
[WWAMI], n.d.-a). Using Categorization A (WWAMI,
n.d.-d), we condensed the full set of codes into four, such
that ZIP code areas, and consequently schools, were defined
as urban focused, large rural city/town (micropolitan)
focused, small rural town focused, or isolated small rural
town focused. Like the RUCA codes, the RUCCs do not
classify schools directly; rather, they classify counties. We
merged schools’ county information (obtained from ELSi)
with the 2013 RUCCs (U. S. Department of Agriculture,
Economic Research Service, n.d.-c) and condensed the 9
codes into 3. Counties, and consequently schools, were clas-
sified as metropolitan, non-metropolitan but urban (urban
population > 2,500), or non-metropolitan and non-urban
(completely rural or urban population < 2,500). We omitted
a total of 43 schools from our descriptive analyses because
they could not be assigned a code by at least one of the clas-
sification schemes.

Table 4 indicates the number of special education
schools in each geographical context as determined by
each classification scheme. The choice of rural definition
clearly has an impact on the apparent distribution of special
education schools across geographical contexts. Although
there is some general overlap in codes, there are many
seemingly discrepant classifications. For instance, several
schools classified as rural by the Locale codes were classified
as urban focused by the RUCA codes and metropolitan by

Table 4

the RUCCs (138 and 162 schools, respectively). Likewise,
11 schools classified as isolated small rural town by the
RUCA codes were, in turn, classified as metropolitan by the
RUCC:s. These findings highlight potential practical impli-
cations of the rural definition on rural special education
research and policy implementation. Depending on the clas-
sification scheme, a special education school may or may not
be considered rural and, consequently, may or may not be
eligible for certain funding and may or may not be included
in rural research.

Ultimately, there is no single best definition of rural;
however, in choosing among definitions, researchers and
policy-makers must weigh the advantages and disadvantages
of each definition and consider the goals of the program or
research study, funding availability, and policy or research
applications. Careful attention to construct operationaliza-
tion is key to ensuring that the construct is not defined
too broadly or too specifically or incorrectly defined all
together. In our example, using ZIP code area and county
level information to classify schools’ geography resulted in
overbounding, such that rural schools were sometimes clas-
sified as urban due to their larger geographical ties. The
definitions used in our example also may have been too
broad, as we collapsed each of the full sets of codes into just
3 or 4 general categories. Such a reduction masks potentially
important differences, such as differences in commuting
patterns as provided by the full set of RUCA codes. On the
other hand, the definitions may have been too narrow. For
instance, we distinguished between small rural town and
isolated small rural town for the RUCA codes, but an alter-
native approach is to collapse these areas into a single group.

Narrative Descriptions of Rural

Standardized rural classification schemes provide a
systematic and well-established approach for defining rural.
Yet, they are not the only approach for defining rural, and
they may not even be the best approach given a particular

Number of Public Elementary/Secondary Special Education Schools in the United States
by Geographical Context and Rural Classification System.

Rural-Urban Commuting Area Codes Rural-Urban Continuum Codes
Urban Large Rural | Small Rural | Isolated Small Metro Non-Metro Non-Metro
City/Town Town Rural Town (Urbana) | (Non-Urbanb)
Urban- City 679 11 0 0 690 0 0
Centric Suburb 658 9 1 0 667 1 0
Locale Town 60 162 108 6 95 240 1
Codes
Rural 138 40 47 84 162 104 43
Rural- Metro 1515 51 37 11
Urban Non-Metro (Urbana) 20 171 117 37
Continuum
Non-Metro
Codes (Non-Urban®) 0 0 2 42

Note. We omitted schools from the analyses if they did not have a Rural-Urban Commuting Area Code (6 schools) or Rural-Urban Continuum Code (37
schools). ®Urban population > 2,500.Completely rural or urban population < 2,500.
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study context. Depending on study or program aims,
researchers and policy-makers may determine that existing
standardized definitions do not adequately preserve and
measure the unique contexts of individual rural places.
When this is the case, a narrative approach to defining rural
may be more appropriate, particularly when the study is set
in a single locale or a small number of locales.

The key to a narrative approach, and to defining rural
in general, is to provide readers with sufficient detail about
the study’s geographic context. As discussed throughout
this paper, rural special education research does not always
adequately describe the characteristics of the locale in which
the research occurred. This may be due to the limitations of
current coding schemes or inadequate provision of detail
regarding the settings. In such instances, it is often not
possible for readers to fully understand the contextual envi-
ronment in which a study took place.

In instances in which researchers anonymize the
context to ensure participants’ privacy, readers are not able
to seek out additional descriptive information from other
sources, emphasizing the need for this information to be
embedded within the research itself. Even if it is possible
for readers to find this information, responsibility falls
upon the researcher to provide it rather than the reader
to pursue it. The Publication Manual of the American Psycho-
logical Association (APA Manual; 2010) notes that, as a rule,
it is important to describe groups “as specifically as possible,
with particular emphasis on characteristics that may have
bearing on the interpretation of results” (p. 29). The APA
Manual goes on to state that, even if a characteristic is not
used in an analysis, reporting participant characteristics
provides readers with a more complete understanding of
individuals in the sample and the degree to which results
can be generalized.

We propose the term “local expertise” for situations in
which rural researchers state that the research setting is rural
but fail to describe how this classification was determined
or provide enough evidence for the reader to evaluate the
locale’s rurality. In such situations, we do not question the
researcher’s designation; in contrast, we argue that more
information is required to better understand the research
and its implications. Authors should share their local
expertise with the reader rather than expecting the reader
to accept the authors’ rural designation, which risks discon-
tinuity of understanding. In contrast to the local expertise
approach, a fuller explication of the locale’s characteristics
creates a vivid and powerful message about the research
content and provides sufficient detail to convey the context
for that research.

When possible, we recommend researchers provide details
including but not limited to the four dimensions outlined by
Brown and Schafft(2011) in their multidimensional approach
to defining rural places. These dimensions include (a) popula-
tion and settlement structure and landscape, (b) economy, (c)
institutions, and (d) socio-cultural. Population and settlement
information can include information regarding population
size ofalocale and the degree of geographicisolation. Economy

Rural Special Education Quarterly 2016

details include, but are not limited to, data regarding the
diversity of economicactivates, goods, and services of a particu-
lar place. Contextual information regarding the institutional
spheres could include aspects related to the local government
and socio-cultural data related to the social and cultural
attitudes of rural people.

Recommendations

Rural special education research and policy depends on
the operationalization of rural, so it is essential that we get
rural right. Importantly, there is no one right definition of
rural because rural is a multifaceted construct that does not
afford a single categorization. Getting rural right does not
mean picking one definition but, rather, providing clear,
detailed information to readers so they understand how the
rural context is delineated from other contexts. The ability
to confidently interpret research findings and generalize
them to other settings requires an unambiguous under-
standing of the context.

We recommend that rural researchers who are focusing
on a small number of settings or a single setting specifically
list salient characteristics of the locale(s) according to the
four dimensions described by Brown and Schafft (2011).
This allows other researchers and policy-makers to make
sense of the research settings in a way that helps them
fully judge the similarities to and differences from their
own contexts of interest. In addition, we recommend that
researchers list how the locale(s) are classified by at least one
major classification system. This further situates the locales
within a standardized definitional system and facilitates
comparisons with other rural studies that used such classifi-
cation systems.

For researchers examining a larger number of locales,
full description of each locale may be infeasible. When this
is the case, we recommend carefully choosing one of the
existing standardized rural classification systems or fully
detailing any locally developed definition of rural. These
systems, whether well-established or well-described, provide
consistency to facilitate comparisons. If possible, researchers
also should include descriptive information about specific
contextual features. Providing additional information
beyond simple classifications helps to avoid the rural reduc-
tionism that Howley et al. (2005) warned against.

In sum, producers and consumers of research need
to have an understanding of the rural context in order to
fully evaluate the utility of rural special education research.
The lack of a clear understanding of rural hinders the
advancement of rural research because it makes it difficult
to leverage the rich body of existing literature. These incon-
sistencies impact areas such as resource allocation, grant
funding, research findings, and potential policy decisions.
Providing more detail about the rural context will help
advance the field by reducing the ambiguity behind the label
of rural. By explicitly defining rural, researchers better oper-
ationalize their construct, thereby enabling future research-
ers to evaluate and critique the alignment between different
conceptualizations of rural.
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