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OCCRL researchers study policies, programs, and practices 
designed to enhance outcomes for diverse youth and adults 
who seek to transition to and through college to employment. 

Strengthening Pathways for All Students Through Research and Leadership
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Mission
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Introduction

• About Dr. Rockey
– Rural student
– 10-year career as a community college student 

services administrator
– OCCRL and support for CTE programs
– Research agenda
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Overview of Presentation

• Rural Students in Education & Employment
– National context
– South Carolina context

• Defining Equity
• Alleviating Barriers through Community & 

Technical Colleges
• OCCRL Resources
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Rural Students

• Least likely to enroll in college immediately following 
high school (NSCRC, 2016; Smith et al., 1995)

• Rural students overwhelmingly rely on community 
colleges as points of access to higher education (Byun 
et al., 2017)

• Prioritize cost and proximity to home
• Vocational mindset (Robbins, 2012)
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Educational Attainment 

(Bray et al., 2019)
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Educational Attainment

“A full 76% of the differences in income between rural 
and urban places are explained by differences in 
educational attainment. By itself, this is strong evidence 
that rural areas are unlikely to grow without capturing a 
larger share of educated adults. And this fact ties 
together the challenges for population growth, taxes and 
spending and education for rural places.”

– Hicks, 2020
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South Carolina Context

• 4 of every 10 schools are in a rural area
• 1 in 5 rural students live in poverty
• Large numbers of Black students in rural areas
• Some of the nation’s widest performance gaps 

between rural and non-rural students, particularly 
those rural students living in poverty

(Showalter et al., 2019)
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South Carolina Context

(Showalter et al., 2019)
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Shifting Economic Opportunities

(Carnevale et al., 2018)
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Shifting Economic Opportunities

(Carnevale et al., 2018)
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Defining Equity
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Racial Equity
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Racial Equity

• Challenge deficit perspectives of Black students 
and Black communities 

• Invest in community and youth-based programs 
for Black students that provide guidance on 
college access including financing college 

(Means et al., 2016; Means, 2019)
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What can YOU do?

• Advance your own consciousness of racial, 
geographic, and socioeconomic inequity as you 
evaluate outcomes in courses and programs of 
study

• As you engage with workforce and community 
partners, ensure that these partners are 
representative of the populations that you serve

• Dig deeper than quantitative data to understand 
the lived experiences of students experiencing 
inequitable outcomes at your institution
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What can YOU do?

• Engage rural students in career and college 
exploration in the middle grades

• Fill opportunity gaps in rural schools to develop 
college and career readiness

• Shift from blaming individual student 
subpopulations to interrogating root causes 
and alleviating them at the institutional  and 
system levels



www.occrl.Illinois.edu an initiative of

COVID19 and Rural Institutions

Short Term Long Term

Mobile-friendly courses Support entrepreneurship

Provide technology devices Hubs for telecommuting

Provide internet connection Expand dual credit

Facilitate a sense of community Ensure rural colleges stay open

Employ remote faculty for 
positions that are difficult to fill 
locally

Support data analysis

(Ratledge et al., 2020)
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OCCRL Resources

• Advancing Racial Justice and Equitable Outcomes in 
Community Colleges Institutes

• Community Colleges for All (CC-ALL) video vignette 
series and equity speaks podcast series

• Democracy’s College podcast series
• Pathways to Results model

https://occrl.illinois.edu/what-we-do/equity-driven-change/lumina-racial-justice-institute
https://occrl.illinois.edu/what-we-do/equity-driven-change/EC3P/community-colleges-for-all
https://occrl.illinois.edu/our-products/democracy
https://occrl.illinois.edu/ptr
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Stay Informed!

Subscribe to the OCCRL Network News and 
receive updates on all of OCCRL’s research, 
professional development, and other events. 

Sign up at http://occrl.illinois.edu/mailing
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