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Rural Mathematics Education: The Place of Meaning and
the Practical Meaning of Place

Rural people have struggled under the burden of cosmo-
politan portrayals that render them as ill-informed, unedu-
cated, and stupid (e.g., Williams, 1973; Herzog & Pittman,
1995). Jim Goad (1997), in particular, points out that anyone
can ridicule rural Appalachians without suffering criticism
for unfair discrimination—except from Appalachians, of
course, whose complaints need not be regarded seriously
by those sponsoring the ridicule. The basis of such safety
is cultural power, not (of course) justice.

One seminal sociological study of educational, occu-
pational, and economic attainment among adults with rural
origins (Howell, Tung, & Wade-Harper, 1996) found that,
historically, the effect of rural origins has been mediated
by educational attainment, which in turn was shaped by the
expectation of parents and peers for less schooling: “the
influences of parents and friends serve to transmit the lion’s
share of the negative effect of rural origins™ (p. 82). In other
words, across the entire 20" century, farming culture and
limited access to schooling may have been responsible for
the observed differences in the educational, occupational,
and economic standing of rural versus urban citizens.

Howell et al. (1996) also found that rural-to-urban
migration produced a predicted increase of about $3,200
in adult family income (1985 constant dollars), whereas
urban-to-rural migration produced a similar decrease in
predicted adult family income. This finding, combined with
the aforementioned convergence in educational attainment
and performance in rural as compared to other areas suggests
that rural residence alone exerts a negative effect on adult oc-
cupational status and income.” As Howell et al. conclude,

One inference from the NLS-72 data is that it seems
to be rural areas [per se] that produce lower family
incomes rather than the socioeconomic origins or
human capital characteristics of persons choos-
ing to remain there or to move there from urban
origins. (p. 83)

Allegations of inferiority derive from cultural and
ideological dominance, as well as from a long line of mis-
interpretations of available evidence.

Circumstances of likely interest. Given the finding of
approximate achievement parity, it is time, as Kifer (2001)
advises, to examine more closely variability within rural

" Ironically, the GSS analyses suggest no systematic effects
of migration earlier in the 20" century: During the first three quar-
ters of the century, rural youth moved in great numbers to urban
areas in the expectation of social and economic benefits, but this
migration 1s shown by Howell et al. (1996) not to have yielded
these benefits systematically.

contexts. As Lee and Mclntire (2000) show, variability
exists at the state level, sometimes favoring rural students
and sometimes not. We can be certain that conceptually and
practically interesting variability is greater still at the district.
school, and classroom levels. While some of this variability
might be random, much of it is probably not. Some of that
variability, in turn, may be related to features of the rural
circumstance over which humans might exert some influ-
ence for the common good of more and better mathematics
learning. Those circumstances may include:

»  structural features of the educational system
(e.g., class size, school size, district size);

*  equity of local resources (e.g., income distri-
bution in the community, parity of instructional
resources among district schools, patterns of
assignment of the best teachers among a
district’s schools);

* the local culture of schooling (e.g., the extent
to which the school is embedded in the com-
munity and vice versa, conceptions of educa-
tional purposes and eftects);

« intentions of teachers and administrators
(e.g., school climate, professional collegial-
ity, relationships among students and between
students and educators);

+ adequacy of resources (e.g., school funding
levels in view of challenges, tax effort, staff
turnover); and

* degree of collective purpose (e.g., student-
centered focus, extent of tracking, equity of
educational outcomes).

Many studies have considered these issues, but practi-
cally no investigation of them has as yet been attempted
with respect to mathematics achievement in rural schools
and districts.

Contradictions, dilemmas, and complexities. Some
work related to rural achievement (including mathematics
achievement) has been done with respect to the first of these
circumstances: structural issues of size and scale (e.g., Bickel
& Howley, 2000). This circumstance is important to rural
communities because schools and districts are smaller than
elsewhere, while state-level consolidation efforts continue
to make both schools and districts larger. Interpreting the
related findings to policymakers is difficult enough. Suggest-
ing practical courses for policymaking is even more difficult,
and that difficulty means that even the most thoughtful policy
recommendations will exhibit infidelity not merely to the
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research findings but to a proper (and respectful) research
agenda. The slip between cup and lip is not an accident: It is
inevitable because the real world is unimaginably complex
and contingent.

The relationship of rural lifeways to future research,
The American preoccupation with excellence and its com-
parative disregard for equity have produced a dilemma
for rural education. The United States, though perhaps the
wealthiest nation on the planet, is also one of the most in-
equitable among developed nations. Despite this situation,
and also because of it, liberal Americans have spent much
effort to address the symptoms of inequity—among which
are educational outcomes. Thus, as part of the effort to call
attention to the nation’s real inequities, journalists, practitio-
ners, and researchers have dramatized rural inequities. For
that reason, the findings summarized here would probably
not be considered good news by most rural practitioners,
or by many researchers, as they would seem to threaten the
established political economy of interest that secures atten-
tion to rural issues.

Mean differences, of course, are not the point with
research into the conditions of rural education:

Educational research, unfortunately, often focuses
on findings of statistical difference between overall
means or averages. Most media reports of results
of such research routinely give those differences
and little else: they report means and mean differ-
ences as though that is all one needs to know in
order to understand the findings of the research
and what the implications might be for practice.
(Kifer, 2001, p. 44)

In fact, qualitative researchers—whose work is seldom
considered by popular media—have a better understanding
of the importance of locale than many quantitative re-
searchers. Unlike most quantitative researchers, most quali-
tative researchers are interested to discover and articulate
the meanings attached to circumstances, places, and expe-
riences. The meaningfulness of rural places (and of rurally
attuned educations) is more likely to exhibit itself in vari-
ation, interaction, contradiction, dilemma, and even paradox
than in simple measures of difference on conventionally
(e.g., nationally) valued quantities.

Future research into rural mathematics education must
consider, as it frames and pursues salient questions (e.g.,
about structural features, equity and adequacy, and collective
purpose), the meanings of rural lifeways. Consideration of
these meanings is tantamount to valuing them, since they
are—as Raymond Williams (1973) insisted—so widely
devalued. In a recent essay on the topic of doing research
into mathematics and science education in rural contexts,
one observer claimed,

If you don’t respect something, you shouldn’t study
it. Far from harboring a bias, a respectful stance
actively constitutes objectivity. The deficit view
is a hidden bias that’s fatal to the object of study.
(Howley, 2001, p. 19)

Respect does not mean approval, but unlike lack of respect,
it harbors that possibility.

Quite narrow quantitative studies must also be informed
by such meanings. But rather than seeking simple differ-
ences, future quantitative studies should consider variation,
interactions, dilemmas, and contradictions, for these are
the challenges that make practice and improvement diffi-
cult—and they make for interesting and valuable research.
Such studies, however, are far less likely to unfold without
an informative base of qualitative studies that articulate
rural meanings in the context of mathematics knowledge at
work—in and out of rural schools. As yet, hardly any such
research exists, and, for that reason, it is no wonder the
existing quantitative research base is so thin.
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