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Executive Summary

“No real culture—whether we speak of food or of politics or of anything else—can exist in abstraction from place.  

Yet, that abstraction is one of the hallmarks of our time.

-Daniel Kemmis
Community and the Politics of Place

Introduction


Rural school districts face challenges and possess strengths that are poorly understood, under-researched, and different from their urban and suburban counterparts.  In expecting systemic reform to proceed rationally, regardless of the particularities of local places, policy makers may have underestimated the power of local context.  This study examined how rurality and a “sense of place” influence rural leaders’ beliefs about purposes of schooling, their conceptualization of achievement and their theories of action/in action amidst state and federal education reform mandates in one rural school district.  The case study utilized data from three sources: semi-structured interviews of leaders from different “vantage points” within the district and community, document reviews, and member checks.  Multiple data sources provided a cross-check of findings and developed a holistic understanding of the influence of rurality and a sense of place on rural leaders’ beliefs and theories of action/in action in the district under study.  Three spheres of leadership might benefit from this inquiry: 1) local rural school district leaders, 2) external leaders who support them, and 3) policy makers.   Exploring rural student achievement through a sociocultural lens focused on rural leadership may have implications for the assumptions and conventions associated with education reform and accountability held by federal/state policymakers, and may provide a basis from which solutions to the problem of rural underachievement can be explored. 

A Problem of Practice

Part of the Columbia River watershed, the clear, fast flowing Cascade River (pseudonym) winds through several small communities in southwest Washington State.  The river, as well as the surrounding forested and agricultural land, are inextricably linked to the culture, history, economics, and ecology of the rural school district, and its neighboring communities, that are the focus of this study.

Mount Rainier School District (MRSD) (pseudonym) is located in this scenic area in the Cascade Mountains, nestled at the base of three volcanoes, and encompassing three unincorporated communities: Lewis, Adams, and Wanpaash (pseudonyms).  The region provides an abundance of recreational opportunities and the economy of the area has been largely dependent upon timber.  As the “locals” are quick to note, each of the communities served by MRSD have a distinct identity, but they share a common identity as residents of the “Deep Water Valley” in the eastern end of Hampton County (pseudonym) and can be heard referring to themselves as “East End.”   Bounded on both sides by mountains ranging from 4000 to 5000 feet in elevation and primarily national forest land, the valley bottom lies about 800 feet above sea level and is 2-6 miles wide.  It extends from the headwaters of the Cascade River which meanders westward for about 35 miles through the valley and is fed by numerous tributary streams issuing from the surrounding mountains.  The area boasts no fast food chain, no movie theatre, no strip mall, no commercial chain stores, and no stoplights.  Shelly (pseudonym), a community leader who participated in this study, aptly described how the three communities might be perceived by an outsider when she said, “Lewis is a town, Adams is more like a street, and Wanpaash is a zipcode.”  

It has been 20 years since John Goodlad (Goodlad, 1984) documented the nature of the place we call school.  In the years since Goodlad’s study, schools have increasingly been held accountable for a great social experiment: providing learning environments in which all students learn at rigorous academic levels.  Consequently, scholars and practitioners have focused on improving the academic achievement of students who have historically underachieved.  Students of color and students living in poverty have disproportionately been represented in this group.  Although the term “closing the achievement gap” has become almost a cliché, underachievement is not represented by a single gap.  A more accurate depiction recognizes multiple gaps.  These gaps can be defined in different ways; although, most often, they are identified as the differences in performance on standardized tests between White (or White and Asian) students and Black, Hispanic and American Indian students, as well as between economically disadvantaged and more affluent students.  

At this time in public education’s history, when numerous professional journals feature articles referencing the national dialogue related to standards based reform, and the language of social justice, using terms such as excellence, equity, and academic achievement gap, a portion of the nation, rural America, may not be participating in the dialogue.  It is probable that the term “academic achievement gap” is rarely used in rural school districts and communities.  The notion is likely considered by most rural educators to be an urban issue.  Most research related to how achievement gaps are manifested and resolved has been conducted in the context of the places we call “urban schools.”  In spite of this, the number of students attending rural schools and the considerable challenges faced by these schools and their communities warrant attention.  This study asked the question, what kind of places are those schools we call “rural” and how are leaders in these places responding to translocal (state and federal) reform mandates to close the gap?

Rural schools and communities are not well understood by policymakers and professionals.  A review of the literature points to three factors which, taken together, provide a compelling rationale for this study: 1) Rural education is under-researched contributing to a weak knowledge base (Sherwood, 2001); 2) Rural school districts and their communities face significant challenges (Beeson & Strange, 2003; Chambers, 2000; Nadel & Sagawa, 2002; Stern, 1994), and 3) Past efforts to improve rural schools have been viewed as “urbanized, one-size-fits-all” approaches which gave little consideration to contextual factors that shape the beliefs and actions of rural stakeholders (Porter, 2001), and the challenges and strengths found in rural contexts (Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999; Seal & Harmon, 1995; Smith, 2003; Theobald, 1997).

Rural residents have viewed these reform efforts with skepticism and are suspicious of “outsiders who promise that rural folk can be more or have more if they will embrace the opportunities for change…” (Seal & Harmon,1995, p. 120).  Demands of standards-based reform have increasingly caused urban districts to acknowledge the limits of their internal capacity and the need for external support organizations to assist in their reform efforts (Fullan, Bertani, & Joanne, 2004; Kronley & Handley, 2003).   External support is no less needed in a rural context.   However, external support organizations attempting to facilitate change in rural districts and wishing to build local capacity, must be willing to learn from “insiders,” and gain their trust.  Case studies have demonstrated that in particular circumstances “intermediary organizations” with geographic proximity to the local school district can form relationships with and among local actors and can enhance available internal resources (Honig, 2004).  

The legislated purpose for the establishment of Washington’s Educational Service Districts (ESDs) is to “provide services to school districts…to assure equal educational opportunities” (RCW 28A.310.010(3)).  Working collaboratively with rural school district superintendents, school principals, school board members, teacher-leaders, and community leaders, ESDs have the potential to offer valuable external support to rural school district leaders; however, their success may hinge upon a deepened understanding of rural contexts gained through systematic inquiry.  

Guided by a theory of action that regards the beliefs and actions of local leaders as paramount to improved student learning, this inquiry sought to answer the following questions:

· In what ways, if any, does rurality influence leaders’ beliefs about purposes of schooling in the rural school district under study?

· In what ways, if any, does a sense of place influence leaders’ beliefs about purposes of schooling in the rural school district under study?

· How does rurality and a sense of place influence leaders’ theory of action in the rural school district under study?

· How do leaders conceptualize achievement in the rural school district under study?

If reform strategies are to be appropriate in a rural context, and successful in improving student achievement, local rural leaders, leaders in external support organizations, and policymakers may benefit from a better understanding of the influence of local context. 

Informing Literature and Critical Concepts

A study of rural America cannot be complete without consideration of the importance of place.  “There is something very powerful about the sense of place in rural communities that helps them transcend the challenges of poor infrastructure and few resources” (Nadel & Sagawa, 2002).  Although this may sound like a sentimental notion, scientists from a variety of disciplines have confirmed that our behavior, emotions, dispositions, and thoughts are, “indeed shaped not just by our genes and neurochemistry, history, and relationships, but also by our surroundings” (Gallagher, 1993).  A powerful cultural frame of reference that may be influencing rural school district leaders is a salient attachment to place, in other words a sense of place.  As a theoretical construct, sense of place can be described as a fluid, “human experience of geographical contexts” (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 626).  It is a “marriage between the geography of mind and geographical places” (Heaney, cited in Gruenewald, 2003, p.626).  “[P]lace roots individuals in the social and cultural soils from which they have sprung together, holding them there in a grip of shared identity, a localized version of selfhood…(S)elfhood and placehood are completely intertwined” (Basso, cited in Gruenewald, 2003, p. 626).  Understanding one’s sense of place can deepen one’s understanding of self.  “(T)he analyzed sense of place is a window to the Lebenswelt, a vehicle to self-knowledge…”(Kincheloe & Pinar, 1991).

Regardless of where policies are written, “reform is radically local” (Porter, 2001, p. 265).  Of significance here is the noteworthy conclusion drawn by Argyris & Schon (1974, cited in Webb, Shumway, & Shute, 1996) that ‘theories of professional practice…determine all deliberate behavior’.  One’s perspective, or personal frame of reference, shapes thoughts and influences behavior.  Educators (teachers and administrators) “lead and teach according to their theories of action” (Webb et al., 1996, p. 11).  Rurality and a “sense of place,” may influence rural leaders’ beliefs about the purpose(s) of local public schooling, their conceptualization of achievement, and their theories of action, including the ways in which they “localize” mandates to create a basis for action.   

But, what is rurality and sense of place?  Drawing from literature in education (particularly rural education), rural sociology, rural economic development, history, literature, and critical theory, this study was guided by the following conceptual frameworks. 

What is Rurality?

Because rural schools and communities are quite diverse, rural education researchers acknowledge it is difficult to establish a universal set of characteristics to describe or define rural schools and communities (Herzog & Pittman, 2002; Lewis, 2003; Sherwood, 2001).  Nevertheless, the difficulty in defining rurality is, in itself, one of several common features frequently documented in the literature.  These characteristics include: 1) lack of universal definition, 2) school and community interdependence, 3) oppression as lived experience, 4) a history of conflict regarding purposes of schooling, 5) an “out migration” of young, intellectually able citizens, and 6) a salient attachment to place.  

“People know when they are rural, but such perception does not satisfy demographers, policymakers, or educational researchers” (Rios, 1988, p.1).  While attempts have been made to quantitatively and qualitatively define “rural;” there does not appear to be a single agreed upon definition of what constitutes a rural community or rural education.  Currently, the most agreed upon definition for rural comes from the U. S. Bureau of the Census which defines rural as a residential category of places outside urban areas, in open country, in communities of fewer than 2500, or where the population density is less than 1000 inhabitants per square mile.   While a quantitative, geographical description is necessary, for the purpose of inquiry into rural schooling, it is an insufficient conceptualization of rurality.  Other characteristics, common to many rural schools and communities, may provide a means for better understanding.

Rural schools and rural communities have an interdependent relationship.  In rural communities, the school still serves as the cultural and social center of the town (Collins, Flaxman, & Schartman, 2001; Herzog & Pittman, 2002; Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999; Lane & Dorfman, 1997; Seal & Harmon, 1995; Stern, 1994).  Rural schools reflect their communities’ social stratification and are strongly influenced by the local economy (Seal & Harmon, 1995).  

Iris Marion Young (2000) has identified what she calls the “five faces of oppression” (p. 35) to be used as “a criteria for determining whether individuals and groups are oppressed.”  She defines a social group as “a collective of persons differentiated from at least one other group by cultural forms, practices, or way of life” (Young, 2000, p. 37).  A review of the literature suggests that rural schools and communities face at least four types of oppression: cultural imperialism, exploitation, marginalization, and powerlessness.  Moreover, rural residents are less likely to have access to systems of power than are people living in metropolitan areas, and consequently, they have less access to the political structures that impact the places they live (Hammer, 2001).   For example, as will be discussed next, they have often been disempowered and left out of the decision-making processes regarding the purposes of their local schools (Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999). 

Conflict and tension regarding the purposes of rural schooling is as old as public education in the United States (Smith, 2003).  The debate regarding the purposes of rural schooling is fundamentally a debate over two issues: who should schools serve (the local community, national interests, or both), and who controls the schools (Kannapel & DeYoung, 1999).  By the late 1800’s the National Education Association established the Committee of Twelve on Rural Schools, making rural schools and their purpose the focus of the first of many studies.   It was thought that  “Professionalization of education, then being perfected in city schools, would relieve the countryside of its current difficulties.” (Smith, 2003, p. 31)   In subsequent decades, the debate continued between those identified as “romantics or localists” and “Cubberley Scientific Managers” or later, “traditionalists.”  Although attempts have been made for decades to combine the two positions, the debate continues to align with these two viewpoints. (Smith, 2003, p. 44)  The identified problems have not changed and there does not appear to be consensus on the remedy to the “Rural School Problem.”  Smith, (2003) argues that throughout the 20th Century, Traditionalists have had the power to make policy and legislate changes that have “consolidated out” what was best about rural schooling (p.55).   Place is something one might acknowledge, but it is not as significant a variable as other factors in determining what and how to teach.” (Smith, 2003, p. 44)   Perhaps this inattention to place has resulted in rural schooling that is counter-productive to the development of human and social capital in the community and has encouraged one of the most serious rural problems, an out-migration of the community’s best and brightest. 

As early as 1937, what has come to be known as the “Brain Drain,” was considered a serious rural problem (Smith, 2003, p. 37).  An out-migration of the most intellectually able young people, it is believed, has left rural places intellectually impoverished (Hammer, 2001; Howley et. al, 1996; Nadel & Sagawa, 2002; Smith, 2003).  Once again the purposes of rural schooling are called into question.  Rural schools that narrowly focus on preparation of a workforce for the global economy may perpetuate the Brain Drain, as well as a rejection of academic pursuit by those who choose to stay.  

“Resistance theorists argue that youths respond to the disjuncture they see between (on the one hand) promises of mobility and social transformation through educational success and (on the other) a stratified political economy in which class inequities are daily realities.” (Mickelson, 2003, p.1059)
Just as critics of resistance theory argue that it “undertheorizes the role of race and gender…” (Mickelson, 2003, p.1059), if, as the literature suggests, rural students have internalized messages of inferiority; and therefore, question their intellectual ability and doubt their skill to succeed, perhaps the influence of rurality is undertheorized also.  

While resistance theory may provide a partial answer to how class inequities are reproduced, for rural communities, equally significant may be a 100-year history of disregard for what Gruenwald (2003a) calls the “profoundly pedagogical nature of human experience with places” (p. 619).

What is a Sense of Place?

Many inhabitants of rural settings have a salient attachment to place.  This is not to say that rural people exclusively experience a sense of place; however, the concept appears to be more pervasive in literature on rural schools and communities than urban and suburban places.   For some, a sense place is experienced as belongingness stemming from a generational connection with family and community.   For others, it is manifested in civic involvement for the purpose of a creating a better place to inhabit.  Some speak of a spiritual connection with place.  Still others experience place as interdependence with the land.   For all who experience a sense of place, it becomes a part of their identity.  


The study of place has recently gained attention across a variety of disciplines including: architecture, ecology, geography, anthropology, philosophy, sociology, literary theory, psychology, and cultural studies (Gruenewald, 2003a).   An understanding of place is vital to understanding “the nature of our relationships with each other and the world” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 622).  Its power in our lives is profound.  

As an educational construct, thus far, there is “no single, axiomatic theory of place that might inform educational studies” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 622).  The conceptualization that guided this inquiry used place-consciousness and sense of place interchangeably and proposed six habits of place that are not mutually exclusive.  Place-conscious individuals are likely to demonstrate a sense of place in multiple ways.  The six habits are unquestionably not exhaustive of the ways in which place can be experienced; rather, they represent that which might have the greatest influence on educational leaders’ beliefs about the purposes of schooling and theories of action related to student learning.  The six habits or practiced ways of living included a sense of place as: 1) Connectedness; 2) Development of Identity and Culture; 3) Interdependence with the Land; 4) Spirituality; 5) Ideology and Politics; and 6) Activism and Civic Engagement.  

In her book, The Power of Place, Gallagher (1993) argues that we can experience “place as person,” and this begins very early in life (p.101).  Drawing from research in biological sciences, she describes the bond created between mother and infant as “…being not merely social or emotional, but environmental as well” (p. 115).  Place can be experienced as connectedness to family and community, also.  Experiencing place as connection to community is about “cherishing and cultivating local communities…(and aspiring to) cultivate local roots” (Howley, Harmon, & Leopald, 1996).  However, in unhealthy communities, a sense of place “has not been a far distant from knowing one’s place” (Theobald, 1997).  Relationships of power exhibited in, for example, classism, racism, gender bias, and religious discrimination, require a critical sense of place from which one is empowered to both appreciate and critique the influence of place.  Such connections with each other in relation to place also shape our personal identity and define our cultures.

“Places make us” and people are “place makers”  (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 625-626).  “As centers of experience, places…hold our culture and even our identity…We live our lives in places and our relationship to them colors who we are” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 625).  Just as we have the ability to be place makers, we also have the capacity (and perhaps the propensity) to be place breakers.   Human capacity to manipulate and destroy ecosystems and cultures may make it necessary for “place making” to become the “ultimate human vocation” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 636).  This kind of “place making” may be dependent on experiencing place as interdependence with the land.

“Landscape shapes mindscape” (Haas & Nachtigal, 1998, p. 4).  Many Native American traditions are lived examples of sense of place as interdependence with, and stewardship for, the land.  In rural places, hunting, fishing, and gathering are more than hobbies and more than ways to supplement one’s income.   For the Inupiat people of Alaska, as an example, “a paying job supplements hunting and fishing.  Subsistence is the system that gives them not just food, but self-esteem and spirituality” (Gallagher, 1993).   In much of the literature on place, there is scarcely a distinction between stewardship for place and spirituality, which is yet another habit of place-conscious living.

Place-conscious spirituality rejects the anthropocentric notion that man’s destiny is to conquer or exploit the natural environment for our livelihoods.   Barry (1983, quoted in Haas & Nachtigal, 1998) argues, “It is the divine mandate to use the world justly and charitably” and that it is our “moral predicament” to act as stewards of our world (p. 19). In many rural areas, the relationship between human and more-than-human life is paradoxical.  The natural environment is important for both life-style and livelihood and such issues present opportunity to experiencing a sense of place as ideology and politics. 

Using cultural studies as a frame of reference, specifically spatialized critical social theory, Gruenewald, (2003a) conflates the meaning of place with that of cultural space.   He introduces two perspectives germane to experiencing place as ideology and politics:  relationships of power and geographies of struggle and resistance.  Inhabitants of rural places, for example, may experience a sense of place in this way, as they struggle with the influence of the global economy in their lives.  Some theorist speculate a global economy has resulted in uneven development  characterized “dramatically disparate economic, social, and political conditions experienced in different geographical areas that are interdependent parts of the same economic system…” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 629)  Many rural places have experienced worsening conditions economically, socially, and politically.   Furthermore, from the perspective of critical social theory, oppressed groups of people may experience place as “‘spaces’ of resistance, agency, and affiliation’”  (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 631), and from these metaphorical and material spaces they may develop worldviews different from the dominant culture.   Experience of place as politics and ideology can challenge our democratic ideals while providing us with the opportunity to experience place through activism and civic engagement.   

Place-consciousness as activism and civic engagement may be a practiced way of life that is often related to all, or many, of the other ways in which place can be experienced.  It is probable that a sense of place promotes the development of social capital.  While citizens of urban and suburban communities may benefit from increased cooperation between localities, policymakers and scholars suggest, rural inhabitants, need to reevaluate their assumptions regarding individualism (versus cooperation), and they may need to be economically and civically engaged in non-traditional ways such as across bioregions if they are to survive and thrive (Freshwater, 2001). 

In the past decade, issues related to social justice have come to the forefront in public education, and have increasingly become a prominent topic in literature related to educational leadership (Furman & Gruenewald, 2004).  One aspect of the discourse related to social justice is a focus on academic underachievement as a predictor of future disadvantage and a target for reforming educational systems.  The historic debate over purposes of rural schooling is fundamental to how achievement and “achievement gaps” might be viewed in rural contexts.  Most research related to the achievement gap has been conducted in urban contexts; although, “Students living in rural areas of the United States achieve at lower levels and drop out of high school at higher rates than do their non-rural counterparts” (Roscigno & Crowley, 2001, p. 268).  The literature on rural education is replete with references to the importance of place-based or place-conscious pedagogies and the power they hold for rural students and rural communities (Collins, Flaxman, & Schartman, 2001; Gruenwald, 2003b; Haas & Nachtigal, 1998; Harmon & Branhan, 1999; Howley et al., 1996; Kannapel & De Young, 1999; Ley et al., 1996; Theobald & Nachtigal, 1999).  On the other hand, these approaches are only rarely mentioned in the current standards-based reform literature or the numerous workshops, seminars, and institutes designed to provide models for school improvement and/or “gap closing” strategies.  Why is this so?  Is this a part of the “quite different logic” (Howley, 1997) some scholars have suggested is needed to address student achievement in rural schools?

A review of the literature reveals that a complex, dynamic combination of factors have contributed to the achievement gap over time (Huggins & Celio, 2003; Shannon & Bylsma, 2002).   Represented in four broad categories, these factors can be understood as explanations related to: 1) student and family; 2) school; 3) community; and 4) broad social forces.   Explanations for achievement gaps or underachievement in rural settings relate to the same four categories.  

  Scholars have argued that society does not value rurality.   Prejudices against rural people are strong, stereotyping is socially sanctioned (Herzog & Pittman, 2002), and rural citizens have internalized messages of inferiority from the dominant culture. (Haas & Nachtigal, 1998)   Rural students have greater internal conflict regarding their post high school choices and have evidenced an aspiration for “a sense of place” (Howley et al., 1996).  Seeking to avoid the inevitability of having to leave family and community to attend college or pursue a career, some rural students may aspire to stay, and view formal education as having little relevance to their hopes and dreams.  Those who do plan to attend college, one study found, had “substantial fears” about their academic ability. (Ley, et. al., 1996)   Family social capital promotes academic achievement regardless of the type of community students live in; (Isreal et al., 2001) and the disproportionate number of families with limited educations and incomes below the poverty line living in rural environments may impact both human capital and social capital in rural contexts.  

School related explanations for underachievement in rural districts are similar to those in urban contexts.  Inequitable funding systems, issues related to teacher quality, inequitable opportunities for learning, cultural discontinuity and poor pedagogy likely contribute to underachievement.    The socioeconomic status of students’ families and family expectations may cause some rural students to experience cultural discontinuity between their homes and the middle-class “culture of school.”  Finally, Values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors are inextricably linked to the places where people live.  In his essay about Billy Charles, a “rural disadvantaged youth,” Barone (1989) describes his “jolting realization” of his “vast ignorance about the ways of people who live within a two-hour drive” of his home, and “about the fundamentals of a world no longer honored in the dominant culture” (p. 148).  He suggests, 

“Cocooned in the world of the middle-class educator, we are insulated from unfamiliar norms and ways of life.  We have lost—indeed have been systematically encouraged to lose—the ability to reach out to honor the places (whether the barrio, the ghetto, the reservation, the Appalachian holler, or simply the peaks and pits of adolescence) where our students live.” (p. 151) 

Our “ways of life” expressed in beliefs, values, norms, and behaviors, and situated in the particular contexts in which we live, are fundamental to human identity.  Is it any wonder that a discontinuity between the life-ways a student brings to school and the culture of the school itself would impact their academic success?

It is difficult to ascertain from the literature the quality of pedagogy found in rural schools.  Without regard for locality, Finn (1999) suggests poor and working class students often get a “domesticating education, which leads to functional literacy” (p. ix).  

 “…(T)he rural school and its community are inextricably bound,” (Stern, 1994, p.21) and  “…(F)unctional rural communities are an endangered species” (Miller, 1991, cited in Stern, 1994, p.22).  Just as family social capital contributes to student achievement, so does community social capital (Isreal et al., 2001).  Many rural communities have limited social capital and, given the interdependent nature of rural schools and their communities, the level of community social capital is vital to any consideration of underachievement in rural students. 

Obviously rural places are part of the broader society, and the broad social forces that influence underachievement in urban contexts do so in rural places also.  It would be nonsensical to believe that personal and institutional racism, sexism, classism, homophobia etc. are not contributing to underachievement in rural students.  

Place based pedagogies and collaborative planning between school districts and local economic development councils are examples of the kinds of place conscious practices that may hold promise for improving achievement in rural school districts.  Such practices could develop the community social capital vital to support schools, families, and ultimately students, but strong leadership sensitive to the context will likely be needed for such efforts to succeed.  

How, if at all, are rural leaders oriented toward these and other such practices amidst the current emphasis on accountability to state and federal authorities?  “…In spite of the significance of frame of reference in educational life, no evidence suggests that substantial numbers of teachers or leaders understand—or even give much attention to—the perspectives underlying their professional practice” (Webb et al., 1996, p. 13).  “As a result of their professional training and socialization, teachers and school administrators tend to reflect and represent a special set of professional and universalistic values which introduces a nonlocal influence into the community” (Boyd, 1982, p. 1124).  Within “the predominant community values and expectations concerning the public schools there exists a ‘zone of tolerance’ within which local educators are free to exercise professional leadership” (Boyd, 1982, p.1124).  The size of the zone, or the degree of latitude granted school leaders, varies according to type of community.  In general, the greater the size and urbanization of the school district, the greater the decrease in the public’s ability to hold leaders accountable to local concerns (Boyd, 1982).   How are rural leaders working within the ‘zone of tolerance,’ and ensuring all students are provided an equitable, high-quality education? 

Rural schools and their communities have an interdependent relationship.  The geographical location, as well as the culture of rural places, may have a powerful influence on how leaders negotiate the ‘zone of tolerance.’  What may be different for rural leaders is how rurality itself and a sense of place influence their beliefs about the purpose(s) of local schooling.  Taken together -- these beliefs, rurality, and a sense of place--may influence how leaders conceptualize achievement and underachievement, which may in turn, shape their theory of action including the ways in which they “localize” translocal mandates to address the problem.  

A Brief Synopsis of the Methodical Approach

Given the nature of the questions to be addressed, a case study approach was selected.  Case study methodology facilitates description and analysis of a particular phenomenon from the participants’ point of view within the context in which it occurs (Merriam, 1998).  The researcher was the “primary instrument” for data collection and analysis; the work was field-based; inductive reasoning utilized; and the school district was specifically selected for the purpose of study (Merriam, 1998).  Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, as well as document reviews, and member checks.  In addition to the district superintendent, a purposive sampling of school board members, teacher leaders, and parent/community leaders were interviewed.  Documents reviewed included: aggregated and disaggregated student assessment data, district and school newsletters, student work, publicly accessible district records, district and community web-pages, school improvement plans, school handbooks, an external study-team report, a district strategic plan, budgets, census records, newspaper articles, locally written and published historical accounts, Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction’s district “Report Card,” bond election fact sheets, a facilities study and condition report, community partnership publications, community resource guides, publicly accessible community health records, weapons and Becca bill reports, and Healthy Youth survey data.   

An inductive analysis of data provided the basis for a thick description of the rural school district under study.  Specific analytical techniques included: open coding, identification of themes, development of assertions, pattern matching, development of thematic conceptual matrices, and the creation of a chain of evidence that might lead to the development of new theories or propositions.  The timeframe for study was the 2004-05 school year.  

Cascade Pacific Educational Service District (CPESD) (pseudonym) is a regional educational service agency located in southwest Washington.  It serves 45 predominately rural school districts in a five-county region.  Thirty-five of the 45 districts are Class II districts with a student enrollment of less than 2000.  Mount Rainer School District (MRSD) (pseudonym), a rural school district within the CPESD region, provided the context for this study.  MRSD is located in the Cascade Mountains, and serves three unincorporated communities: Lewis, Adams, and Wanpaash (pseudonyms).  Several factors were considered in selection of the case, including, demographic factors and community attributes thought to influence student achievement, together with characteristics commonly described in the literature.  These factors included limited access to basic services, a natural resource based economy, higher than average levels of poverty, professional isolation of the teaching staff, and limited access to professional development centers.

Nearly 50% of the districts in Washington State are similar in size to the selected district.  With fewer than 1000 students, these districts have few “central-office” resources, but student cohorts large enough (>10) to be included in the accountability system mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002.  There are 43 school districts in the state of Washington with enrollments between 300-700 students.  Nearly twenty-five percent of those districts are located in CPESD, and districts of this size and structure most often utilize CPESD’s services. 

In this study, internal validity was enhanced using the following:  triangulation of data from multiple sources, multiple approaches, and clarification of the researcher’s assumptions and worldview at the beginning and throughout the study.  My rural upbringing, working-class girlhood, career experiences, gender and racial identity, together with lived experiences of sense-of-place, influence my worldview and the assumptions I make regarding rural schooling and rural communities.  Case study methodology necessitates my acting as the primary instrument for data gathering and analysis.  In order to enhance internal validity, I clarified biases at the outset of the study and used reflective journaling throughout to reveal assumptions that might influence my analysis of data and presentation of findings.  

Guba (cited in Merriam, 1998) suggests that a study is reliable when outsiders agree that the conclusions drawn are consistent with the data collected and analyzed. “The question then is not whether findings will be found again but whether the results are consistent with the data collected (emphasis original).” (Merriam, 1998, p. 206)  To enhance reliability, I overlapped methods.  I conducted member checks to strengthen the claims made from interviews.  Furthermore an “audit trail” was established describing the processes of data collection, analysis, and a traceable argument for assertions.  

This study’s external validity is demonstrated through naturalistic generalizations and user generalizabiliy (Merriam, 1998).  A rich, thick description of the phenomenon and specific procedures for coding and analyzing data, together with a description of the typicality of this rural school district enable consumers to determine the applicability of the findings to their context.  

“Conveying an understanding of the case is the paramount consideration in analyzing the data” (Merriam, 1998, p. 193). To facilitate an understanding of the influence of rurality and sense of place on leaders’ beliefs and theories of action/in action in the district studied, I employed the following analytic techniques:

· Data was collected and analyzed simultaneously using the constant comparative method.

· Data was coded using a short “start list” of codes developed from the conceptual frameworks and research questions (and an iteratively refined code list) for both identification and interpretative purposes.

· Data was pooled in a case study database using a combination of file folders and computer software.

· Themes were derived using guidelines suggested by Merriam (1998).  Using these guidelines, the themes reflect the purpose of the study and answer the research questions.  They are exhaustive, mutually exclusive, sensitizing, and conceptually congruent. 

· Assertions were developed and patterning matching was utilized to test themes and assertions which were iteratively refined using inductive reasoning.

· Thematic conceptual matrices were created to assist with the analysis of results and development of findings. 

· A logical chain of evidence related to results and findings was developed.

· A “member check” was conducted related to results and findings.

Case study research provides a rich, thick description of the phenomenon in the context in which it is happening.  Nevertheless, this methodology has two primary limitations.  A single case and small sample size limits the generalizability of this study and as the researcher and the primary instrument for gathering and analyzing data, it was vital that I guard against bias.  Every effort has been made to do so.

Data Analysis and Results

Analysis of data resulted in insights into the following five aspects of this study: 1) leaders’ beliefs about purposes of schooling, 2) themes related to rurality, 3) themes related to a sense of place, 4) leaders’ theories of action and theories in action, and 5) conceptualizations of achievement.  Pattern matching was used to aid in the analysis process.  For the most part, no patterns emerged which would necessitate case embedded analysis for the purpose of distinguishing between the diversity of leaders represented in this study.  Rather, as the researcher, my “decision rules” (Miles & Huberman, 1994) for establishing patterns was agreement of more than 50% of the participants, little or no contradictory information, and verification of themes through member checking.  When contradictory information was presented it is noted.  The use of the term “leaders” represents leaders who participated in this study within the parameters of the decision rules utilized. 

The first two questions this study sought to answer related to the influence of a sense of place and rurality on leaders’ beliefs regarding purposes of schooling.  Data analysis revealed four broad purposes of schooling in MRSD: (1) Building students’ confidence and exposing them to options and opportunities for their future, especially related to those choices available outside the valley, (2) Providing students with love, care, nurturance, and parenting, (3) Assisting students to become their personal best so they can do whatever they want to do in the future, and (4) Developing the skills and dispositions to be productive citizens in the local community and beyond.  Some leaders suggested schools need to assist students in meeting the state standards; however, data related to this purpose of schooling was far less pervasive.

Rurality and a sense of place appear to influence rural leaders’ beliefs about purposes of schooling.  Data analysis revealed a stronger connection of themes to certain conceptual aspects of rurality and place-consciousness than others.  Table 4.1 provides a visual data display of these relationships.

Table 4.1

Thematic Conceptual Matrix:  Aspects of Rurality and Leaders’ Beliefs About Purposes of Schooling

	Purposes of Schooling


	Aspects of Rurality

	
	Sparse Population

& Isolation
	Oppression
	Community & School Inter-

Dependence
	Conflict  Regarding Purpose (s) of Schooling
	Out Migration
	Attachment

To Place

	Purpose #1

Build students’ confidence and expose them to options/opportunities especially related to leaving the valley
	Theme: “Fear of the Big World: It’s All They’ve Ever Known”
	Theme: “Fear of the Big World: It’s All They’ve Ever Known”

Theme: Times, They Are A Changin’

Theme: What’s This Got To Do With Me?
	
	
	Theme: We Know Our Kids Are Going To Have To Go Somewhere Else
	

	Purpose #2

Love, care for, and nurture students, as well as provide parenting
	Theme: “Fear of the Big World: It’s All They’ve Ever Known”
	Theme: Times, They Are A Changin’


	
	Theme: A Tale of Two Cities
	Theme: The Family Is Gone
	

	Purpose #3

Develop skills and dispositions to be productive citizens in the local community and beyond
	Theme: Living the Good Life
	
	
	
	
	Theme: There’s No Place Like Home

	Purpose #4

Help students reach their personal best so they can do whatever they want to in the future
	
	
	
	Theme: One-Size-Does-Not-Fit-All

Theme: A Tale of Two Cities
	Theme: We Know Our Kids Are Going To Have To Go Somewhere Else
	Theme: There’s No Place Like Home


 
Certain habits of a sense of place appear to be more influential on leaders’ beliefs than others.  Table 4.2 contains a visual display of this data.

Table 4.2

Thematic Conceptual Matrix:  A Sense of Place and Leaders’ Beliefs Regarding Purposes of Schooling
	Purposes of Schooling


	Habits of  A Sense of Place

	
	Sense of Place as Connectedness
	Sense of Place as Identity Development and Culture
	Sense of Place as Interdependence with the Land
	Sense of Place as Ideology and Politics
	Sense of Place as Activism and Civic Engagement

	Purpose #1  Build students’ confidence and expose them to 

options/opportunities especially related to leaving the valley
	
	Theme: In Schools We Trust

Theme: Going “Out Town”

Theme: “We’re East End”


	
	
	

	Purpose #2

Love, care for, and nurture students, as well as provide parenting
	Theme: Family Matters

Theme: To Know and Be Known


	Theme: “You Damn Well Better Care”


	
	Theme: Transplant or Native? It Matters
	

	Purpose #3

Develop skills and dispositions to be productive citizens in the local community and beyond 
	Theme: Family Matters

	
	Theme: “It’s Beautiful Country”
	
	Theme: No Sitting on the Sidelines 

	Purpose #4

Help students reach their personal best so they can do whatever they choose to do in the future
	Theme: To Know and Be Known


	Theme: In Schools We Trust

Theme: Going the Extra Mile

Theme: “We’re East End”
	
	
	


Data analysis revealed six themes related to actions leaders believe they must take to improve student, professional, and/or system learning: (1) leaders must “walk a tightrope” between traditional and historical beliefs and practices and mandates for reform, (2) leaders care for all students, (3) leaders plan for improvement and expect teachers and students to “work hard, make progress, and be the best they can be,” (4) leaders wear many hats and demonstrate a willingness to “step up to the plate,” (5) leaders motivate students to learn, and (6) leaders understand the “mentality” of small, rural communities.  These themes reflect theories of action.  

Three additional themes emerged from the data which may be more indicative of theories in action: (1) many major improvement efforts are initiated by a few teacher leaders and/or based on grant opportunities, (2) “working hard” serves as a proxy for expecting specific student outcomes or uniform teaching standards, and (3) leaders view the geographical limitations and the changing demographics of the community as a problem and respond accordingly.

Rurality and a sense of place appear to influence rural leaders’ theories of action and theories in action.  Table 4.3 provides a visual data display of these relationships.  

Table 4.3

Thematic Conceptual Matrix:  Aspects of Rurality and Leaders’ Theories of Action/In Action

	Theory of Action
	Theory in Action
	Aspects of Rurality

	
	
	Sparse Population

& Isolation
	Oppression
	Community & School Inter-

Dependence
	Conflict  Regarding Purpose (s) of Schooling
	Out Migration
	Attachment

To Place

	Leaders Must Walk A Tightrope
	Leaders View “Working Hard” as Praxis, but Is It Proxy?
	Theme: Working Here is Like “Being a Juggler.”


	.
	
	Theme: One-Size-Does-Not-Fit-All
	
	

	Leaders Say, “We Have No Throw Away Kids.”
	
	
	Theme: Times, They Are A Changin’
	
	Theme: A Tale of Two Cities
	Theme: The Family Is Gone
	

	Leaders Expect Progress: “No Improvement is Not An Option.”
	Leaders Support Improvement: Best Laid Plans or Random Acts?
	Theme: Working Here is Like “Being a Juggler.”


	
	
	Theme: One-Size-Does-Not-Fit-All
	
	

	Leaders Must Ask, “If Not Me, Then Who?”
	
	Theme: Working Here is Like “Being a Juggler.”


	
	
	
	
	

	“The Kids Aren’t Motivated and It’s Our Charge To Motivate Them.”
	Leaders View Place as Problem
	Theme: “Fear of the Big World: It’s All They’ve Ever Known”
	Theme: Fear of the “Big World: It’s All They’ve Ever Known”

Theme: Times, They Are A Changin’

Theme: What’s This Got To Do With Me?
	
	Theme: A Tale of Two Cities
	Theme: We Know Our Kids Are Going To Have To Go Somewhere Else.
	Theme: There’s No Place Like Home

	Leaders Must Understand the “Mentality” of a Small, Rural Community
	
	Theme: Working Here is Like “Being a Juggler.”


	
	
	Theme: One-Size-Does-Not-Fit-All

Theme: A Tale of Two Cities
	
	


More themes emerged from the data related to identity development and culture than other habits of place consciousness.  Table 4.4 contains a visual display of this data.

Table 4.4

Thematic Conceptual Matrix:  A Sense of Place and Leaders’ Theories of Action/In Acton

	Theory of Action
	Theory In Action
	Habits of A Sense of Place

	
	
	Sense of Place as Connectedness
	Sense of Place as Identity Development and Culture
	Sense of Place as Interdependence with the Land
	Sense of Place as Ideology and Politics
	Sense of Place as Activism and Civic Engagement

	Leaders Must Walk A Tightrope
	Leaders View “Working Hard” as Praxis, but is it Proxy?
	
	Theme: That’s How We’ve Always Done It
	
	
	

	Leaders Say, “We Have No Throw Away Kids.”
	
	Theme: Family Matters

Theme: To Know and Be Known


	Theme: “You Better Damn Well Care”
	
	Tentative Theme: Transplant or Native? It Matters
	

	Leaders Expect Progress: “No Improvement is Not An Option.”
	Leaders Support Improvement: Best Laid Plans or Random Acts?
	
	Theme: In Schools We Trust
	
	
	

	Leaders Must Ask, “If Not Me, Then Who?”
	
	
	Theme: Going the Extra Mile
	
	
	Theme: No Sitting on the Side Lines

	“The Kids Aren’t Motivated and It’s Our Charge To Motivate Them.”
	Leaders View Place As Problem
	
	Theme: Going “Out Town”

Theme: “We’re East End”
	Theme: Land, Lay-offs, & Leisure
	
	

	Leaders Must Understand the “Mentality” of a Small, Rural Community
	
	Theme: Family Matters

Theme: To Know and Be Known
	Theme: “You Better Damn Well Care”

Theme: That’s How We’ve Always Done It

Theme: Going the Extra Mile
	
	Theme: Transplant or Native? It Matters
	 Theme: No Sitting on the Side Lines



The influence of rurality and a sense of place seems to figure most prominently on leaders’ theories linked to student motivation, their perception of the valley, and their belief that successful leaders must “understand the mentality” of a small, rural community.   


Leaders’ conceptualization of academic achievement included their personal beliefs, as well as their perceptions of the beliefs held by other educators, parents and community members.  Their conceptualization indicated a likelihood that tension exists between traditional notions and practices (e.g. a belief that measures of achievement will always reflect a “bell curve,” because some students can meet high standards and some can not) and the central tenets of standards based reform (e.g. all students can meet higher standards resulting in achievement distributed on a “J “ curve).  Additionally, academic achievement seems to be conflated with exhibiting desirable behavior (e.g. not being disruptive and having productive work habits). 

Factors contributing to “gaps” or to underachievement are thought to be primarily related to students and families; although some indication exists that leaders believe schooling policies and practices are contributory also.  Given this conceptualization of achievement, it is probable that leaders and other educators have not truly grappled with the meaning of standards based reform and its implications for their community.

Summary of Findings and Conclusions


This school district and the three communities it serves face many of the challenges that other rural places in America do; erosion of the economic base that has been historically dependent upon an extractive resource industry, out migration of educated citizenry, increases in poverty, drastic decreases in school enrollment, and school consolidation.  In MRSD, educators, and leaders in particular, are caring people, who are facing these challenges with heart-felt dedication. Key findings of this study follow:

Rurality and a sense of place appear to influence rural leaders’ beliefs about purposes of schooling, their theories of action, and their theories in action.  Each of the four broad purposes of schooling identified by leaders in the MRSD are likely influenced by rurality and a sense of place.  While six theories of action and three theories in action emerged from the data, a preponderance of evidence was related to three of the nine theories.  These theories were linked to student motivation and aspirations, leaders’ perspectives on the valley as it relates to students’ future, and the need for leaders to understand the “mentality” of a small, rural community.  

As conceptualized for this inquiry, it seems certain aspects of rurality and sense of place are more influential than others.  The following aspects of rurality: (a) sparcity of population and isolation, (b) oppression, (c) conflict regarding purposes of schooling, (d) out migration, and (e) attachment to place demonstrated a more persuasive relationship than did community and school interdependence.  Table 5.1 further elaborates this finding.

Table 5.1

Summary of Finding Related to Rurality and Purposes of Schooling and Leaders’ Theories of Action/In Action

	Aspect of Rurality
	How Rurality Might Be Influencing Leaders’ Belief and Theories

	Sparcity of Population and Isolation
	· Leaders believe students have had limited experience outside the valley.

· Low population density affords leaders a life quality overwhelmingly voiced as a benefit of living in the area.

	Oppression as a Lived Experience
	· Leaders believe changes in the economic base are resulting in fewer job opportunities and an increasing rate of poverty with it’s concomitant effects.

	Historical Tension and Conflict Regarding Purposes of Rural Education
	· Leaders believe apathy and lack of motivation may, in part, stem from students questioning the relevancy of education to their lives.

· Leaders perceive the community encompasses two factions: those who value education, understand its importance for their children, and see the need for school to be different; and those who value “getting a diploma” as the gateway to getting a job, believe school should be the same as it was when they attended, and want the schools to “fix” their children.

· Lacking a shared sense of mission with state and federal entities (and perhaps with each other) the historical tension regarding purposes of rural education is being played out in the district—resistance is strong, the pace of change is slow, and need to “sell” people on reform exists.



	Community and School Interdependence


	

	Out Migration of Educated and Intellectually Able Students and Adults
	· Leaders believe young people will (must) leave the valley to find a “family-wage” job.

· Leaders believe economic changes have resulted in the loss of “good” working-class families and middle class families; therefore students are living in families in poverty.

	Attachment to Place
	· Leaders articulated their own attachment to place, but could describe very few ways in which schooling provides experiences to help graduates live well in the local community should they decide to do so.


Evidence of the influence of two habits of a sense of place on leaders’ beliefs and theories:  (a) connectedness and (b) identity development and culture was stronger than that indicated by the data for (c) interdependence with the land, (d) ideology and politics, and (e) activism and civic engagement.  Table 5.2 further elaborates this finding.

Table 5.2
Summary of Findings Related to A Sense of Place and Purposes of Schooling and Leaders’ Theories of Action/In Action

	Habits of A Sense Place
	How A Sense of Place Might Be Influencing Leaders’ Beliefs

	Sense of Place as Connectedness
	· Leaders believe the district and the community are like an extended family.

· Leaders believe this is a place where one can belong, be known by others, and know everybody else.

	Sense of Place as Identity Development and Culture
	· Leaders speak of the valley as though living in the valley is different than living other places.  Phrases such as “the real world,” “big world,” “real life” are used to describe that which is known and lived outside the valley.

· Leaders reference themselves and their fellow inhabitants as “East End” which connotes desirable attributes, as well as rural stereotypes.

· Leaders believe schools are trusted to prepare students for their future and teach them to the best of their ability. Leaders believe the schools are supported by parents and community members, citing strong relationships and unquestioned educational practices.

· Leaders believe they, staff, and students must work hard as a reflection of the strong work-ethic among the valley’s inhabitants.  Teachers are expected to be their personal best.

	Sense of Place as Interdependence with the Land
	· Leaders believe the physical geography of the valley provides residents of the area with abundant opportunity to enhance their life quality.

	Sense of Place as Ideology and Politics
	· Leaders believe being a “newcomer” is difficult for most “outsiders.”  Some leaders viewed the valuing of generational ties as discriminatory toward certain students.

	Sense of Place as Activism and Civic Engagement
	· Leaders believe students need to learn the importance of giving back to their community and to participating in community life whereever they live in the future.  Many leaders personally model civic engagement.


Terms that have become commonplace in the literature on standards based reform such as world-class standards, academic achievement gap, equity, excellence, and social justice do not appear to be customarily used in the district.  No common meaning appears to be held for the term academic achievement gap, and no leader participating in the study used the term world-class standards, equity, excellence, or social justice.  The concept of excellence was included in one statement in the district’s strategic plan.

At the beginning of this study, I thought rural leaders might use the term underachievement rather than academic achievement gap.  However, leaders do not equate achievement gaps with underachievement and the terms are not used interchangeably.  Underachievement is considered to be closely related to students’ disposition.  It is believed underachieving students have the intellectual potential to succeed, but are not motivated to do so.  

Because of the tenuous nature of making suppositions based on what was not said by participants in a study, I offer a final finding with great humility.   One of the aspects of rurality frequently discussed in the literature, was the interdependent nature of the relationship between rural schools and the community they serve.  Interestingly, data from this study revealed no themes related to this relationship.  Although this could be related to the nature of the questions asked, given what was said by leaders, it is more likely that they view the place as presenting more problems than possibilities in the lives, and for the futures, of most students.

I have drawn three general conclusions from this study.  First, a sense of place and rurality may have more influence on the beliefs and theories held by the leaders participating in this study than does state and federal policy. This may be true of their conceptualization of achievement, also.  It appears that leaders in the MRSD may not have closely examined that which is influencing their perspectives.  Therefore, coming to grips with the seeming tension between translocal mandates and local beliefs and values would appear to be paramount to leaders’ effectiveness in improving teaching and learning, and this may be especially important in rural environments.  Boyd (1982), speaks of a ‘zone of tolerance’ within which predominant local expectations and values exist and local educators are “free to practice professional leadership” (p. 1124).  He suggests the degree of latitude afforded is dependent on the type of community, and in general, the greater the size of the community and degree of urbanization, the greater the degree of latitude.  Somewhat like the bumper sticker that states, “With understanding there is no need for ‘tolerance,’”  If rural leaders were to better understand what underlies their beliefs and theories of action, especially  factors related to rurality itself, and a sense of place, which is so salient in these environments, perhaps “tolerance” would be replaced with “understanding.”  It is logical that rural school district leaders who are “in tune” with the context, and have reflected on the ways in which that context influences their leadership, would be better prepared to lead initiatives that benefit rural students, their schools, and their communities.  

Second, from leaders’ standpoints, underachievement is primarily related to student motivation and aspirations.  Such explanations were consistent with those found in the literature pertaining to achievement gaps and student agency.  Mentioned far less was the role schools might be playing (or could play) in shaping student motivation and aspirations.  Referencing the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977), MacLeod (2004) describes the concept of habitus.  He says, “Put simply, the habitus is composed of the attitudes, beliefs, and experiences of those inhabiting one’s social world.  This conglomeration of deeply internalized values defines an individual’s attitudes toward, for example, schooling” (p. 15).  He continues,

The structure of schooling, with its high regard for the cultural capital of the upper classes, promotes a belief among working-class students that they are unlikely to achieve academic success.  Thus, there is a correlation between objective probabilities and subjective aspirations, between institutional structures and cultural practices.  

Aspirations reflect an individual’s view of his or her own chances for getting ahead and are an internalization of objective probabilities.  But aspirations are not the product of a rational analysis; rather they are acquired in the habitus of the individual. (p. 15)

Rural schools and communities may provide the optimal context for understanding the influence of the intersection between social class and geographical localities on student achievement, motivation, and aspirations.  Some leaders in this inquiry suggested that a “flatter” socioeconomic structure exists in the communities that are the subject of this study than would be found in suburban or urban environments.  If true, rural environments may be less hegemonic in their treatment of working class children than would be true in other contexts.  Rural residents generally believe that the “supportive ethos” found in small, rural schools compensates for material limitations present in many rural districts (Stern, 1994), and findings from this study appear to confirm the importance of creating a caring, supportive environment, together with the belief that educators in MRSD provided such.  But, high-quality instruction that provides students with an empowering education is equally important.   Less variation in socioeconomic status among the residents of MRSD, some leaders proposed, results in “less emphasis on…academic achievement.”  This notion is closely linked with my final conclusion.


Finally, although some curricular and co-curricular experiences in MRSD were designed to connect students’ schooling experiences with learning how to live well in the valley, leaders placed much more emphasis on exposing students to options and opportunities outside the valley.  Placed-based pedagogies, as well as collaborative district and community strategic planning (practices cited in the literature as hopeful for improving student learning and rebuilding rural communities), were not mentioned by leaders as a part of their theories of action.   These practices appeared to be only tangentially linked with leaders’ theories in action, and then, principally as a result of the grant opportunities that had presented themselves.

Implications

This study began with a problem of practice.  Large school districts in urban locations are acknowledging the limitations of their internal capacity to meet the rigorous demands of standards based reform and increasingly requesting the assistance of external support organizations (Fullan, et.al, 2004; Kronley & Handley, 2003).  Such support is important for rural school districts also.  In Washington State, nine Educational Service Districts (ESDs) provide support and assistance to the 296 school districts in the state.  Many of those districts are rural and similar in size to MRSD, serving fewer than 1000 students.   Residents of rural communities have sometimes viewed externally driven mandates with skepticism (Seal & Harmon, 1995).  The effectiveness of ESDs’ support may hinge, in part, on a deepened understanding of rural contexts and a willingness to learn from “insiders.”  

A myriad of professional journals reference a national dialogue related to standards based reform and the language of social justice (e.g. world-class standards, excellence and equity, achievement gaps).  This inquiry began with the supposition that rural communities, for the most part, are not participating in this “national” dialogue, and that “quite different logic” (Howley, 1997) may be needed to improve student learning in rural schools.  Professional training and socialization can result in educators introducing ideas and practices which reflect universalistic, rather than local values, into the community (Boyd, 1982).  If, rural schools require a different logic, but educators’ professional training and social conditioning predisposes them to universal remedies, a greater understanding of what undergirds the beliefs, theories, and actions of those who serve rural communities could prove vital.  

Findings from this study may have implications for leaders in three spheres of the system—local leaders, leaders in external support organizations, and state and federal policymakers.  Scholars have called upon the field to restore a sense of place to educational leadership (Driscoll & Kerchner, 1999).  What may be needed is a “critical leadership of place” (Furman & Gruenewald, 2004, p. 64).  Local leaders might consider the emphasis this study placed on leaders’ beliefs, theories and actions and the importance of examining and understanding the influences undergirding one’s perspectives.  Educators who have not examined their own perspectives, “give up control of their actions... they do not understand the implications and deepest meanings of their practice” (Webb, et. al, 1996, p. 12).  A critical leadership of place may be especially fitting for a rural context since it appears to speak to issues of importance to rural people and places.  Rural leaders might be more effective in leading change efforts that collaboratively involve stakeholders in meaningful dialogue regarding the dilemma state and federal mandates may pose to local communities.  This might be especially important in rural environments in light of the historical tension surrounding this issue in such contexts.    


Because this inquiry was of an action research nature, examining rurality and place in depth has brought me to the conclusion that improvement of teaching and learning in rural contexts may indeed require a different logic.  A better understanding of rurality and a sense of place, as well as the influence they appear to have on leaders’ beliefs, theories, and actions, provides guidance for the development of new services and support provided by the ESD.  Leaders in external support organizations serving rural communities may benefit from the conceptual frameworks this study offers for rurality and a sense of place.  The quality of assistance and support these organizations can provide may be improved through an increased awareness of the challenges faced by rural communities.  With a better understanding of the influence of a sense of place (seemingly more salient in rural environments) on the beliefs and values operating in the district and the community, leaders in external support organizations can better tailor their assistance to meet unique needs. 


It has been thirteen years since Washington State passed education reform legislation.  This research would suggest that legislated educational reform, that gives scant attention to the particularities of place, may not have the desired impact.  Influences of rurality and sense of place on local leaders’ beliefs, theories, and actions may have relevance to the manner in which policy makers approach reform in rural settings.  It might be prudent for policymakers, for example, to consider the importance of training potential and current rural leaders in meeting the challenges and understanding the values of rural communities and to fiscally support such efforts in universities and ESD’s.

It is obvious that leaders in this district face significant challenges, not the least of which are aging facilities and a considerable reduction in funding due to decreased enrollment.  Such challenges, and others, are inextricably linked to the health of the communities the school district serves.  Schools could have a role in nurturing and honoring a sense of place in students, but it will require more than a sense of place as a romantic notion.  Rather, what is needed is a critical sense of place (Gruenewald, 2003b) to serve as a springboard for raising future generations of students who care about, and are willing to participate, in the improvement of places they live.  This may be critical if children educated in rural communities are to develop the skills and knowledge to truly have choices as to where their futures lie and rural places are to survive and thrive. 

Recommendations for Further Study

Rural education, in general, is under researched.  Several topics linked to ideas and concepts in this study warrant further inquiry.  Directly related to this study’s results is the need for further examination of the relationship between rural schools and the communities they serve in light of, arguably, one the most aggressive federal mandates in the history of public education.  Of particular interest might be replicating this case study in rural communities that are both similar and those that are quite different geographically and demographically.  Amidst an environment of aggressive federal and state accountability systems, additional studies may be warranted to determine the effectiveness of placed-based pedagogies on improvement of teaching and learning, as well as the increased levels of community social capital.  Finally, examining the intersection between race, class, and place in rural communities might add an important body of knowledge to the field.
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