
Across the United States a divide is widening. 

Rural America, once a defining centerpiece of the 

nation, is diminishing as young people, talent, 

and economic prosperity gravitate to urban 

centers. For decades, community colleges in rural 

America have contended with the demographic 

shifts, labor market changes, and poverty that 

caused this divide. Then the COVID-19 pandemic 

— which disproportionately affected rural areas 

and their most marginalized populations — 

exacerbated the existing struggles and piled on 

a collection of new ones. Rural college leaders 

can overcome these challenges and find new 

opportunities, but only if they act boldly. To do 

so, these leaders must redefine their roles with 

a singular focus on addressing long-standing 

inequities and promoting the economic upward 

mobility of their students. 

Rural College Leaders Must Reverse the 
Downward Trajectory
Rural communities are losing jobs. Between 2010 and 2016, 
urban areas captured 97 percent of all job growth, and more 
than 60 percent of the economic expansion that will happen 
through 2030 will occur within just 25 megacities. Rural 
America, moreover, is at risk of losing jobs to automation and 
structural declines in its core industries. 

Rural America is also losing people. While rural high schools 
boast some of the nation’s highest graduation rates, students 
from rural areas are less likely to go to college than their 
suburban and urban peers. Moreover, when rural students do 
attend college, they are likely to leave the area to do so — 
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and they are unlikely to return after completing their education. As a result, the people of 
rural America are becoming older; less educated; and more likely to be employed in low-
skill, low-wage occupations.

If rural communities are to prosper — if they are to offer living-wage employment, provide 
the means for upward economic mobility, and address poverty — they must regain control 
over their talent pipelines. Without intervention, the growing demand for individuals with 
postsecondary credentials, along with the dearth of these individuals in rural communities, 
will serve to only exacerbate the long-standing economic disparities with urban areas.

Breaking the persistent cycle of poverty in rural communities requires attention and 
innovation across all sectors. It requires both nurturing talent and building the demand side 
of the economy. Rural college leaders are essential players in this work.

In areas that already have demonstrated, living-wage employment opportunities, college 
leaders can create stronger pathways and pipelines to develop the talent employers need. In 
areas that do not already have such employment needs, colleges can partner with employers 
to imagine and create new opportunities. For example, a growing number of rural colleges 
are helping residents develop ideas, launch new enterprises, and incubate emerging local 
businesses. This entrepreneurial activity will be an important ingredient in reversing the 
decline in their communities. 

Rural Communities — and Their Colleges — Face Interrelated 
Challenges
Members of the Rural Leader Learning Community (RLLC) note that they cannot 
separate their colleges from their communities. They say, “We are the community’s 
college, and the success of the college is bound to the success of our community. We 
can’t improve the lives of our students without also playing a central role in promoting 
opportunity in our community.”

All community colleges nurture connections within their service areas and are proud 
of the deep ties they hold as well as the support they provide. For rural colleges, this 
role takes on greater urgency because there are far fewer community organizations that 
provide complementary support. In these cases, communities depend on their colleges 
to holistically meet community needs. 

Colleges help their communities address challenges including the following:

Contending with demographic shifts. Population declines are threatening rural areas’ long-
term vitality and prosperity. Among the 529 counties that lost population in each of the last 
two Census counts 88 percent were rural counties, showing a steady decline over 20 years. 
From 2010 to 2017, 995 nonmetro counties (counties that are not part of metropolitan areas) 
logged more deaths than births. 

This overall trend has been masked to some degree by net migration patterns that boost 
rural populations in some areas and shrink them in others. Rural areas that have experienced 
a net increase in population include those that are adjacent to major cities; have the draw 
of natural beauty and amenities; or are centers of job-creating industries, such as the recent 
shale-oil boom. Conversely, out-migration in other rural areas accelerated as a result of the 
Great Recession a decade ago. These population declines have been very slow to recover, 
bucking historic trends that typically saw rural populations improve quickly after recessions. 

In addition, the dramatic increase in dual and concurrent enrollment options does not always 
translate into higher enrollment after high school graduation. Colleges whose students 

All the statistics cited come 
from publications produced 
by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture Economic 
Research Service (USDA ERS) 
unless otherwise noted. These 
sources can be found in the 
resource section at the end of 
this brief.
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follow this pattern can benefit from providing incentives that encourage dual and concurrent 
enrollment students to continue their studies after high school. 

It is also notable that America’s rural populations are becoming 
more diverse. While White people still account for 78 percent of the 
population in rural areas (compared to 57 percent in urban areas), growth 
in Hispanic and Native American populations in nonmetro areas has 
offset decreases in White and Black residents in these communities. 
Time will tell if these trends endure, but rural areas likely will continue to 
diversify, much like the rest of the country. Thus, rural America’s future 
will depend on communities’ ability to create inclusive environments in 
which people of color feel welcome.

Adjusting to changes in the labor market. Nonmetro economies are 
not a monolith, and counter to stereotypes, they are not all supported 
primarily by farming. According to USDA ERS data, 69 percent of all 
counties that depend on manufacturing are rural. And rural labor markets 
are complex, with 585 rural counties not having a single predominate 
economic driver.

That said, agriculture, manufacturing, mining, and recreation have been the core 
components of the rural economy over the past several decades. Yet these industries 
and the types of jobs they offer are changing. For example, while the agribusiness sector 
continues to be a substantial source of employment, mechanization and consolidation have 
dramatically changed the industry, and only a small percentage of these workers are farmers. 

Similar dynamics in the U.S. manufacturing sector — driven by globalization, market forces, 
and automation — have had a substantial impact on rural communities. From 2001 to 2015, 
rural employment in manufacturing subsectors as diverse as textiles, computer and electronic 
equipment, wood products, and plastics have all declined more than 20 percent. Metro 
areas have experienced similar decreases, but the impact has been more intense in rural 
communities because the declines typically affect a greater share of the population. 

Many rural communities have been decimated by the closing of a sizable manufacturing 
operation that had been one of the largest, if not the largest, employer in the area. For 
example, for decades, much of rural America in the sparsely populated west and the upper 
Appalachia regions has been supported economically by the coal industry. This industry 
continues to be in a steep decline as renewable energy booms and as technology helps 
make other conventional energy more and more affordable. 

This type of change and the trend toward automation will continue in manufacturing, 
agriculture, and other industries. Millions of jobs could be phased out as different ones are 
created, but the new jobs will require more education and higher skills. 

According to a 2019 report from the McKinsey Global Institute on the future of work, rural 
communities will be disproportionately affected as automation becomes more pronounced. 
The report estimates that of the 512 counties that will experience the most displacement of 
jobs due to automation, 429 are rural. 

People without a postsecondary credential are four times more likely to have jobs that can 
be lost to automation, compared to those with postsecondary credentials. The report also 
emphasizes that retraining workers and providing lifelong learning will be key to mitigating 
the disruption. 

“ If rural communities 
are to prosper — if 
they are to offer living-
wage employment 
and upward economic 
mobility — they must 
regain control over their 
talent pipelines.”
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Boosting low postsecondary education enrollment and attainment. One of the persistent 
problems facing rural communities is the comparatively low percentage of individuals 
pursuing education beyond high school. The previous section emphasizes the growing 
economic premium for attaining a postsecondary credential, yet this message either has not 
reached or has not motivated enough rural students to enroll in college. 

Overall, rural students graduate high school at rates higher than the 
national average. A 2018 Atlantic article indicated that 87 percent of 
all rural students graduate high school compared to a national average 
of 83 percent. These numbers are promising, but disparities also lie 
beneath the surface. The Rural School and Community Trust found that 
only 77 percent of non-White rural students graduate from high school, 
which is well below the national average. Acknowledging these racial 
imbalances, the promising aggregate outcomes among rural high school 
students do not translate into college enrollments.

The National Student Clearinghouse’s annual High School Benchmark 
report monitors the progress of student cohorts after they graduate 
high school. In the most recent report, only 60 percent of rural students 
enrolled in college in the fall immediately following high school 
graduation. Comparatively, 61 percent urban students and 67 percent 
of suburban students enrolled directly after high school. The gap in college enrollment 
between rural students and their urban and suburban counterparts expands for students who 
choose to wait a year or two after graduating high school. 

Encouragingly, recent years have seen a growing percentage of rural students who enroll 
in college immediately after high school, but the rural/urban/suburban gap continues. 
The longer-term deficit in college-going behavior among rural high school graduates has 
contributed to a sizable gap in postsecondary educational attainment between rural and 
urban communities. According to 2019 Census data, 30 percent of rural residents 25 years 
and older have at least an associate degree compared with 43 percent of those in urban 
areas. This 13-percentage-point attainment disparity represents a substantial challenge 
for rural communities as they strive to develop the talent their communities need to be 
successful in the 21st century economy.

Even when they improve college-going rates, 
rural areas face an additional — and possibly an 
intractable — problem: the out-migration of college-
bound rural students. These individuals leave their 
communities to attend college, secure post-college 
employment in metro areas, and never return. This 
brain drain phenomenon is difficult to trace, but it 
is also a long-standing issue for rural communities. 
Moreover, the recent economic downturn and the 
shifts in rural labor markets described previously 
have made this issue more acute. 

“ Dynamics in the U.S. 
manufacturing sector — 
driven by globalization 
and automation — have 
had a substantial impact 
on rural communities.”

“ There is a growing economic 
premium for attaining a 
postsecondary credential, yet this 
message either has not reached 
or has not motivated enough rural 
students to enroll in college.”
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Managing through gaps in critical community infrastructure and services. Rural 
communities have experienced long-standing challenges in addressing the infrastructure 
and service needs of their residents. Rural residents contend with shortcomings in physical 
infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, and dams; critical services, such as health care facilities 
and mental health providers; and access to broadband internet. While all of these needs are 
important, the COVID-19 pandemic has put a spotlight on the lack of broadband.

According to the Pew Research Center, as many as 40 million rural 
households may lack broadband internet. Rural residents are more than 
12 percent less likely than their urban counterparts to have reliable 
broadband internet, and those that do are paying substantially more for 
these services. 

In the modern internet-based economy, the lack of broadband can 
incapacitate families and businesses that are struggling to get by. When 
the COVID-19 pandemic led to remote work and school, many people 
in rural areas were forced to find alternatives. Encouragingly, this issue 
has not gone unnoticed by policymakers. According to the National 
Conference of State Legislatures, 34 states adopted legislation in 2020 
to address gaps in broadband in rural areas. The federal government has 
also stepped up efforts to deal with this issue. While these developments 
are promising, improvements will take time to implement, and gaps 
inevitably will remain.

Renewed Focus on Rural Community Colleges 
The interconnected challenges outlined in the previous section are long-standing issues 
that have developed over time. The COVID-19 pandemic made many of these problems 
worse, and solving them will require sustained effort and attention. Encouragingly, rural 
colleges and the communities they serve are enjoying renewed attention from the federal 
government, major philanthropic organizations, and the news media. This focus stems in 
part from the growing political divide between urban and rural areas as well as the desire to 
address the growing alienation of rural residents from their urban and suburban peers. 

The two major national community college organizations — the American Association of 
Community Colleges (AACC) and the Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT) 
— have also recently elevated the challenges of rural colleges and communities. AACC’s 
convening of the Commission on Small and Rural Colleges has made these institutions 
an organizational priority. ACCT, with funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
recently published a report entitled Strengthening Rural Community Colleges: Innovation 

and Opportunities. 

About the RLLC
The RLLC is a cohort of rural community college leaders who engage in professional 
development opportunities and explore innovative solutions to concerns that are unique 
to the rural context. Members focus on identifying strategies and models of innovation 
that rural colleges can use to restructure their institutions in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic. As always, the ultimate goal is to improve connections with students and support 
their educational experience from the initial point of interest to completion and beyond. 
These briefs are the main product of the RLLC’s first year of work.

“ In the modern internet-
based economy, the 
lack of broadband can 
incapacitate families 
and businesses that are 
struggling to get by.”
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SELECTION OF THE RLLC MEMBERS
To identify members of the RLLC, NCII solicited nominations from several national partner 
organizations, including the Community College Research Center, the Aspen Institute’s 
Postsecondary Leadership team, the Center for Community 
College Student Engagement, and the Student Success Center 
network. Because NCII aimed to have the small group be broadly 
representative of the rural community college sector, membership 
selection considered a number of factors. It was important to 
include individuals that held a variety of positions on campus, 
people of color and from other marginalized populations, and 
people who would be active contributors to the dialogue. 
Institutional location and context were also considered in the 
selection process. 

According to ACCT’s recent report on rural community colleges, 
federal agencies use more than a dozen different definitions 
to characterize rural areas. These definitions use a range of 
elements such as geographic location, population density, 
and socioeconomic status to articulate what constitutes a rural 
community or county. For example, the Census definition of rural essentially is any area that 
is not urban. In the context of community colleges (and other higher education institutions), 
the U.S. Department of Education uses the location of the main campus to determine the 
degree of urbanicity. This definition is problematic for community colleges because it does 
not consider branch campuses. The U.S. Department of Education’s approach also fails to 
consider the broader service area of colleges, which can be quite large for rural colleges. As 
noted previously, NCII used a combination of these definitions to identify the membership of 
the RLLC. Given the lack of a single clear definition, crosswalking the different classifications 
is important to gain a deeper understanding and eliminate bias of any one approach when 
studying the issues of rural colleges and their communities.

Once the 26 members of the RLLC were identified, NCII conducted a deeper analysis of 
the colleges’ service areas to get a fuller understanding of the college communities. The 26 
colleges serve more than 100 counties with varying demographics and contexts. A college 
might serve a single county, have more than 20 counties in its service area, or have a service 
area that is more than 17,000 square miles. 

NCII also assessed the counties using the Economic Innovation Group’s recently released 
revision to the Distressed Communities Index (DCI). The DCI uses seven metrics — 
percentage of adults without a high school diploma, poverty rate, percentage of adults not 
working, housing vacancy rate, median household income, change in employment, and 
change in establishments — to place communities into five tiers. Overall, 53 percent of 
the counties served by RLLC members are in the lower three DCI tiers (distressed, at risk, 
and mid-tier). This finding may underestimate the challenge because the DCI is based on 
five-year Census estimates that cover the period 2014–18. It does not reflect the disruption 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which disproportionately affected rural areas. 

“ Rural colleges and the 
communities they serve 
are enjoying renewed 
attention from the federal 
government, major 
philanthropic organizations, 
and the news media.”
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 � U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service (2020) Rural America at a 
Glance 
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 � The Atlantic (2014) Why Is the American Dream Dead in the South?

 � Education Commission of the States (2021) Perceptions of Postsecondary Education and 
Training in Rural Areas

 � Inside Higher Ed (2021) Low-Income High Schools Shut Out

 � Lumina Foundation (2019) In Rural America, Too Few Roads Lead to College Success 

https://www.acct.org/files/Strengthening%20Rural%20Community%20Colleges%202021.pdf
https://www.acct.org/files/Strengthening%20Rural%20Community%20Colleges%202021.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2019/07/17/471877/redefining-rural-america/
https://eig.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/EIG-2020-DCI-Report.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/future%20of%20organizations/the%20future%20of%20work%20in%20america%20people%20and%20places%20today%20and%20tomorrow/the-future-of-work-in-america-full-report.pdf
https://www.ncsl.org/research/telecommunications-and-information-technology/broadband-2020-legislation.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/telecommunications-and-information-technology/broadband-2020-legislation.aspx
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020_HSBenchmarksReport.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/05/31/digital-gap-between-rural-and-nonrural-america-persists/
http://www.ruraledu.org/WhyRuralMatters.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/100089/eib-221.pdf?v=1512
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/100089/eib-221.pdf?v=1512
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95341/eib-212.pdf?v=3322
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95341/eib-212.pdf?v=3322
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2017/09/the-rural-higher-education-crisis/541188/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/01/why-is-the-american-dream-dead-in-the-south/283313/
https://www.ecs.org/perceptions-of-postsecondary-education-and-training-in-rural-areas/
https://www.ecs.org/perceptions-of-postsecondary-education-and-training-in-rural-areas/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/25/fall-college-enrollment-declined-more-among-graduates-low-income-high-schools
https://focus.luminafoundation.org/in-rural-america-too-few-roads-lead-to-college-success/
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Community College Leaders

 � Community College Research Center (2014) Can Community Colleges Afford to Improve 
Completion? Measuring the Costs and Efficiency Effects of College Reforms

 � Inside Higher Ed (2020) Moving to Offense: A New Playbook for Confronting Budget 
Shortfalls

 � National Center for Inquiry & Improvement (2018) Guided Pathways Resource Series #3: 
NCII & JFF's Guided Pathways Return-on-Investment (ROI) Model

Brief 3: Cultivating Partnerships to Support Students’ Basic 
Needs

 � Center for American Progress (2019) 5 Facts to Know About Child Care in Rural America 

 � Federal Highway Administration (2021) Planning for Transportation in Rural Areas

 � Food Research and Action Center (2021) Rural Hunger 

 � Institute for Research on Poverty (2018) Rural-Urban Disparity in Poverty Persistence

 � National Institute of Mental Health (2018) Mental Health and Rural America: Challenges 
and Opportunities

 � National Rural Housing Coalition (2021) Housing Need in Rural America

 � Rural Health Information Hub (2020) Rural Health Disparities

 � University of New Hampshire (2017) Employment, Poverty, and Public Assistance in the 
Rural United States

Brief 4: Diversifying Faculty at Rural Colleges

 � Chronicle of Higher Education (2020) 8 Practical, Sustainable Steps to a Diverse Faculty

 � Community College Daily (2020) A Diverse Faculty Benefits Everyone

 � Community College Journal of Research and Practice (2005) Meeting the Needs of New 
Faculty at Rural Community Colleges (requires access)

 � Community College Review (2004) New Rural Community College Faculty Members and 
Job Satisfaction (requires access)

 � Learning Communities Research and Practice (2018) Learning Communities: 
Opportunities for the Retention of Faculty of Color

 � National Center for Inquiry & Improvement (2020) Advancing Equity Through Guided 
Pathways Series – Discussion Guide #4: Fostering Faculty Diversity

 � Review of Higher Education (2003) Academic Life at the Franchise: Faculty Culture in a 
Rural Two-Year Branch Campus (requires access)

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/funding-guided-pathways-guide.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/funding-guided-pathways-guide.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/can-community-colleges-afford-to-improve-completion.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/can-community-colleges-afford-to-improve-completion.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/08/06/new-playbook-confronting-higher-education%E2%80%99s-looming-budget-shortfalls-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/08/06/new-playbook-confronting-higher-education%E2%80%99s-looming-budget-shortfalls-opinion
http://ncii-improve.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/NCII-GPRS-3-ROI-Model-Overview-Final-Spring-2018.pdf
http://ncii-improve.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/NCII-GPRS-3-ROI-Model-Overview-Final-Spring-2018.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/news/2019/06/04/470581/5-facts-know-child-care-rural-america/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/planning/publications/rural_areas_planning/page03.cfm
https://frac.org/hunger-poverty-america/rural-hunger
https://www.irp.wisc.edu/wp/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Focus-34-3c.pdf
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/news/media/2018/mental-health-and-rural-america-challenges-and-opportunities
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/news/media/2018/mental-health-and-rural-america-challenges-and-opportunities
https://ruralhousingcoalition.org/overcoming-barriers-to-affordable-rural-housing/
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/rural-health-disparities
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/rural-us-assistance
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/rural-us-assistance
https://www.chronicle.com/article/8-practical-sustainable-steps-to-a-diverse-faculty?cid2=gen_login_refresh&cid=gen_sign_in
https://www.ccdaily.com/2020/09/a-diverse-faculty-benefits-everyone/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10668920590901167?journalCode=ucjc20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10668920590901167?journalCode=ucjc20
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/009155210403200202?journalCode=crwa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/009155210403200202?journalCode=crwa
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1182326.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1182326.pdf
http://ncii-improve.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/CAGP-Equity-Guide-4-Final-June-2020-v4.pdf
http://ncii-improve.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/CAGP-Equity-Guide-4-Final-June-2020-v4.pdf
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/40215/pdf
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/40215/pdf
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 � Center for Community College Student Engagement (2018) Show Me the Way: The 
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 � Community College Journal of Research and Practice (2020) Building an Equalized 
Technology-Mediated Advising Structure: Academic Advising at Community Colleges in 
the Post-COVID-19 Era

 � Community College Research Center (2019) A Framework for Advising Reform

 � Community College Research Center (2021) How Ohio Community Colleges Are Using 
Guided Pathways to Personalize Student Support

 � National Association of Colleges and Employers (2018) Serving Rural Students

 � Phase Two Advisory (2021) Putting SSIPP into Practice at Scale

Brief 6: Collaborating to Create Regional Economic 
Opportunity

 � The Aspen Institute College Excellence Program (2016) The Transfer Playbook: Essential 
Practices for Two- and Four-Year Colleges

 � The Aspen Institute College Excellence Program (2019) The Workforce Playbook: A 
Community College Guide to Delivering Excellent Career and Technical Education

 � Community College Research Center (2020) Increasing Equity Through K-12 
Partnerships: Focused Interventions for Underrepresented Populations

 � MDC (2019) A Foundation for Systems Change: Lessons from the Network for Southern 
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 � Social Finance (2020) Improving Workforce Outcomes for Rural Community College 
Students

 � Stanford Social Innovation Review (2011) Collective Impact

http://perspectives.acct.org/stories/advising-and-supporting-our-students-in-the-time-of-covid-19
http://perspectives.acct.org/stories/advising-and-supporting-our-students-in-the-time-of-covid-19
https://cccse.org/sites/default/files/BuildingMomentum.pdf
https://cccse.org/sites/default/files/BuildingMomentum.pdf
https://cccse.org/sites/default/files/Show_Me_The_Way.pdf
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