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National Rural College Completion Trends, Challenges, and Solutions 

 

Nearly 20 percent of the total U.S. population lives in rural America,1 yet the experiences of rural communities2 are 
often left out of many research and policy conversations. Higher education is no exception. The barriers to getting 
to and through college for students living in rural communities are deep, persistent, and they require solutions 
designed to address the challenges faced by rural students and the colleges that serve them.  

Efforts that center rural students of color, like Stay the Course’s Education Navigation3 (see Case Study), have helped 
students persist and complete college. They provide models for policymakers at all levels to better support rural students 
and increase educational attainment and economic mobility.  

In this brief, we highlight the key facts, barriers rural students and colleges face, and make recommendations for how to 
address them. We show the imperative to foreground the diverse identities and backgrounds of rural communities in 
research and policy discussions.

 

Rising challenges for rural students and institution 

In addition to similar affordability challenges faced by students from low-income backgrounds everywhere,11 rural students 
face limited access to public transportation,12 college and career advising,13 childcare, and broadband internet services14.  

Despite common perceptions of students “shopping around” and going away to college, most students stay close to 
home, attending schools that are, on average, 19 miles away from their permanent address.15 Rural students have fewer 
public institutions within commuting distance, and institutions often lack the resources to provide quality online or hybrid 
education options. Altogether, these factors put rural students at a disadvantage compared to their urban and suburban 
peers.  

Quick Facts  

  Despite relatively high graduation rates, rural communities have lower college enrollment and 
completion rates than urban or suburban communities.4 

 It is a misconception that rural America is monolithically white, however 15 to 20 percent of all rural 
residents identify as people of color.5  Between 2010 and 2020, the share of the rural population 
identifying as a people of color increased from 21 to 25 percent.6  Many rural counties in southern states 
have remained predominantly Black, while larger portions of residents in the rural Southwest 
predominantly Latino.7 

 Rural communities, on average, experience higher rates of poverty and lower household incomes than 
urban or suburban communities.  

- U.S. poverty rates in 2019 were higher at 15.4 percent in rural areas than in urban areas at 11.9 percent.8  

- The median income for rural households is $11,000 lower than the national average ($46,600 versus $57,600).9  

- In rural areas, the proportion of first-time students receiving financial aid to help cover college costs in 2020-21 
was over 6 percentage points higher than for those in urban areas.10 
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Students at lower income levels tend to have lower educational mobility across all types of communities. The hurdles of 
income and accessibility make college attendance especially challenging for rural students with limited earnings. In 
addition, students of color are disparately affected no matter where they live, and “unequal geographic access to college 
drawn along lines of race and class, where opportunities are richly available in white and economically privileged 
communities, are too often limited in communities of color.”15 

Black and Latino students are less likely to complete college and are doubly disadvantaged by the additional challenges 
rural students face. Black and Latino students had completion rates of 31 percent and 38 percent, respectively.5 Like 
other colleges that serve a large portion of students with high financial and support needs, Rural-Serving Institutions 
(RSIs) are often asked to do more with less.16  

Attainment data by age shows that more rural residents aged 35-44 are returning to postsecondary opportunities as their 
attainment rates are higher than younger residents between 25-35 years of age. Adults aged 35-44 in rural areas have 
higher college attainment rates than rural residents in the younger 25–35-year-old age range. Policymakers, researchers, 
and advocates should all keep in mind the diverse identities and backgrounds encompassed within rural communities 
when addressing college access and success barriers faced by both rural students and the colleges and universities that 
serve them.  
 

A Closer Look at the Challenges Rural Students and Institutions Face: 

Student Challenges Institutional Challenges 

• Affordability: As college cost rise across the country, 
clear racial and economic equity gaps persist. Particularly 
in rural communities with greater financial need and less 
favorable labor market outcomes.17  

• College Readiness: High schools are less likely to offer 
students early postsecondary opportunities18 or to have a 
school counselor to provide college counseling and 
support. 

• College Recruitment: Colleges overlook rural 
communities19 in their recruitment efforts, which creates 
inequities in admissions information and options. 

• Long Distances from Colleges: Transportation is a 
crucial factor, as rural communities make up 75 percent 
of people living in education deserts,20 with 3.1 million 
people living in complete education deserts. 

• College-Going Mindset: Rural students and parents hold 
more negative perceptions21 of the value, attainability, 
and affordability of college.  

• Reduced Funding and Support: RSIs are underfunded, 
underresourced, and overreliant on state appropriations 
funding.22 aCovid-19 related enrollment declines have 
created additional funding limitations.23  

• Academic Constraints: Lack of funding and support 
makes it harder to provide diverse academic offerings,24 
mentoring services to students,25 and career counseling 
and resources. 

• Recruiting and Retaining Diverse Faculty: RSIs struggle 
with retaining faculty and staff, especially faculty of 
color,26 due to underfunding, location, and lack of 
housing.27 

• Serving More Students in Need: RSIs tend to serve 
higher percentages of students in need of financial,28 
personal, and academic support. 

 

 Education Desert - Area without higher education institutions within 25 miles, or with only one public 
broad-access community college within 25 miles.29 

Complete Education Desert - An education desert with little to no broadband internet limiting 
students’ access to both in-person and online higher education.30 
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Rural College Enrollment and Completion Trends: Research shows a 13-15 percentage point gap between bachelor’s 
degree attainment in rural compared to urban communities, as well as lower enrollment rates for students from rural 
communities.31 
 

 

Figure 1.  

From the data available, students attending low-income, low-minority rural high schools had the lowest 
rate of college enrollment at 44 percent. 

    Low-Income Schools 

   High-Income Schools 

Source: National Student Clearinghouse 2015 High School Benchmarks “National College Progression Rates” https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/HighSchoolBenchmarks2015.pdf 

Table 1.  
Bachelor’s degree attainment for adults over 25 is 
lower for those living in rural areas. 

 Table 2.  
Students from rural areas enroll in postsecondary 
school at lower rates than those in urban areas. 

Rural Urban  Rural Urban 

Rural: 24.7%   City: 37.0%  Rural: 71.0% City: 72.9% 

Town: 22.5% Suburban: 36.7%  Town: 65.4% Suburban: 76.4% 

Source: Department of Education’s National Center for Education 
Statistics “Table 104.25., Percentage distribution of persons aged 25 
and over, by highest level of educational attainment, age group, and 
locale: 2019” 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d20/tables/dt20_104.25.asp?curre
nt=yes 

 Source: Department of Education’s National Center for Education 
Statistics “Table 302.46., Percentage distribution of fall 2009 ninth-
graders, by high school locale in 2009, high school completion 
status, postsecondary enrollment and work status or plans, and 
postsecondary attainment status: 2013 and 2016” 
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d19/tables/dt19_302.46.asp 

Not enough data

44%

High-Minority Low-Minority

Rural

55% 53%

High-Minority Low-Minority

Suburban

53% 58%

High-Minority Low-Minority

Urban

https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/HighSchoolBenchmarks2015.pdf
https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/HighSchoolBenchmarks2015.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d20/tables/dt20_104.25.asp?current=yes
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d20/tables/dt20_104.25.asp?current=yes
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d19/tables/dt19_302.46.asp
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Policy and research recommendations: 

1. Provide collegiate wraparound services at the secondary level. 
 

Secondary schools 32 as postsecondary rural-serving institutions regarding teacher and staff shortages, reduced academic 
offerings, and limited resources. These constraints make it difficult for rural schools to offer as many college readiness 
programs – such as Advanced Placement (AP), dual enrollment, and International Baccalaureate (IB) courses, or SAT/ACT 
preparation – as their urban counterparts. These programs often require subject matter expertise and additional licenses 
or certifications. Rural schools may also have less opportunity to offer dual enrollment courses or host college recruiters 
if there are limited postsecondary institutions nearby. 
 
Secondary and postsecondary institutions can provide support and opportunities by: 

• Increase collegiate counseling services such as career and college advisors and application support in high 
schools 

• Increase collegiate course offerings at the secondary level, such as providing dual enrollment, IB, and AP 
courses33 

• Form connections between rural secondary and postsecondary schools by sending faculty to speak on relevant 
topics, creating summer programs for interested students, facilitating campus visits, and providing academic 
support and funding directly to secondary schools34 

 
Example: rootEd Alliance35 places advisors in rural high schools to help students develop a strong post-graduation plan 
and provides resources – including financial assistance – to support student success. The Alliance has supported almost 
12,000 students and increased college enrollment rates by 13 percent for schools participating in the program. A quarter 
of students say they would not attend college without the support of their rootEd advisor.36 
 
 

2. Increase access to state and federal funds designated for RSIs to provide comprehensive support 
programs. 

 

Many performance measures of success related to funding cater to larger research institutions, leaving RSIs unequipped 
to fully address student needs. In addition, RSIs have higher proportions of marginalized students needing academic, 
financial, transportation, and childcare support.37 

 

Federal and state policymakers must invest in RSIs and create more targeted and rural-friendly policies, including: 

• Amend the Rural Postsecondary & Economic Development (RPED) Program policies so institutions may spend 
funds on implementing comprehensive approaches to student success (CASS) principles and programs.38 

• Streamline grant application processes and offering technical assistance to enable smaller institutions to have 
equal opportunity to compete for state and federal funding. 

• Designate funds to assist RSIs and rural students, such as providing direct financial support to students and 
incentivizing rural recruitment, enrollment, and completion. 

 

1 
1 

1 
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State Policy Example: West Virginia set an attainment goal that 60 percent of working-age adults will earn a 
postsecondary credential by 2030.39 To make this happen, rural institutions in the state are offering direct financial 
resources to low-income students, such as accessible textbooks, emergency aid, and tool grants to meet student needs. 

 

3. Expand broadband access in education deserts to increase access to higher education.  

Without proximity to physical campuses or, in many areas, access to broadband internet, many rural residents reside in 
education deserts. These areas have limited educational opportunities for recent high school graduates and returning 
adult learners alike.40 Expanding broadband access allows students to engage and enroll with colleges and universities, 
regardless of location or transportation challenges.  

Federal and state policymakers should support rural communities by: 

• Replicate and supporting state efforts to increase broadband access by forming local and state committees to 
tackle this issue and provide funds to upgrade equipment.41 

• Support rural communities and total education deserts in the distribution of the $42 billion from the Broadband 
Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program.42 

 

Federal Policy Example: In November 2021, President Biden signed the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
establishing the Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) Program. A federal investment of $42 billion to 
construct broadband networks, establish subsidies to offset the cost of internet service for lower-income households, and 
create programs to provide end users with the devices and training needed to use the new and upgraded networks.43 

 

4. Incentivize and resource RSIs to invest in comprehensive approaches to student success (CASS) to 
meet students holistic needs. 

 

The students at RSIs come from different backgrounds and require specialized services and support to succeed. RSIs 
have larger proportions of low-income students receiving Pell Grants, adult students, online students, and student-
parents. RSI students often work part- or full-time jobs while attending school.44 

Postsecondary institutions can better serve rural students by: 

• Provide mentors and advisors to address institutional knowledge gaps and create a community of support.45 

• Assist students in accessing state, federal, and institutional aid through completing the FAFSA. 

• Provide individualized and targeted financial aid and resources.46 
 
Examples: Comprehensive approaches to student success (CASS) models such as CUNY ASAP, InsideTrack, MAAPS, 
One Million Degrees, Project QUEST, and Stay the Course.47 
 

  

1 
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Call for Research 

Unfortunately, while NSC data provides enrollment and completion rates for students across the country, rural students 
are underrepresented in the samples compared to the national average.48 While the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) and the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) continue to collect national data on the effects of 
income, race, and other factors on college access and completion, there is still a lack of available data on the impact 
these factors have on rural communities. For example, the most recent NCES data on rural students is based on a High 
School Longitudinal Study (HSLS), which tracked high school freshmen in 2009 into and beyond postsecondary 
education.49  

Data should also consider race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic factors and the impact they have on postsecondary 
education outcomes in these communities.50 Current efforts to address this gap, such as MDRC’s Rural Higher Education 
Initiative, remain ongoing and may offer lessons for policymakers.51 

 

Conclusion 

Students from rural communities – particularly those who have historically experienced access barriers 
to higher education relative to their peers in urban areas – continue to face a number of challenges 
related to college access and completion. For years, researchers have sought to better understand the 
needs and challenges of disadvantaged populations, yet studies on rural communities have remained 
sparse. Even as policymakers have made strides in providing better opportunities and resources for 
underserved communities across the country, access to affordable, high-quality postsecondary 
education has proved an enduring challenge for rural communities.  

Policymakers should act now to improve access to postsecondary pathways for rural students and spur 
substantive improvement in rural educational attainment that would boost economic outcomes 
nationwide. Completing a quality degree unlocks the full range of benefits of higher education for 
students, including securing meaningful employment that supports their economic mobility after 
graduation. The path to securing the future of rural communities can be paved by breaking down 
barriers to college access and degree completion. 
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CASE STUDY: 
Solutions in Action-Applying a CASS Model in Rural Texas with Stay the Course  
 

Following the CASS blueprint: 

CASS programs are research-backed, individualized solutions to 
improving college completion rates. Six CASS models have been 
evaluated using randomized control trials, showing positive short-
term outcomes related to college completion, such as persistence, 

credit accumulation and more.52 TICAS leads a community of 
practice with these six programs to better understand their impact 
and common design elements. TICAS elevates learnings from this 
group to help institutions, states, and communities thing about way 
to implement or scale these efforts to improve college completion 
for underserved students. 

Stay the Course 

Stay the Course53 is one of the six communities of practice CASS programs, assisting economically disadvantaged 

students in north Texas to complete college. Created by Catholic Charities Fort Worth in partnership with the Wilson 
Sheehan Lab for Economic Opportunities (LEO) at the University of Notre Dame, Stay the Course provides proactive 
advising, financial support, and referrals for academic tutoring to participating students. Recognizing a need in their 

community, the Education Navigation (EN)54 program was formed as part of Stay the Course, but specifically directs its 

services to rural students. It is a multi-year program that provides financial support in the form of scholarships, last-dollar-
in funding, and personal support in the form of childcare, rent, healthcare, transportation, and food assistance. 

CASS programs have three central design elements: (1) a counselor or case manager, (2) a strategy to help students stay 
on track, and (3) a real-time data system. Education Navigation applies the CASS design elements in a way that 
specifically supports rural communities. Education Navigation excels in the first two CASS design elements by providing: 

1) A counselor or case manager 

• Every Education Navigation student is assigned a Navigator, a case manager that provides mentorship and 
assists with accessing academic, financial, and personal resources necessary for success. 

• Nine of 11 campuses have a designated Navigator, the remaining two share a Navigator 

• Navigators become part of the campus community by forming relationships with faculty and staff and having 
offices in campus centers. 

2) A strategy to help students stay on track. 

• Navigators meet with students twice a month to set and track short- and long-term goals. 

• The selection process requires students to pick majors that provide positive returns on investment and are 
responsive to workforce needs. 

• Students are required to attend at least two quarterly life skills workshops. 

 

: 

1. CUNY ASAP 
2. InsideTrack 
3. MAAPS 
4. One Million Degrees 
5. Project Quest 
6. Stay the Course 

 

Six CASS Programs: 
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 Education Navigation has served 1240 students across 11 campuses 

 

Institutions Served: 

Community Colleges  

• North Central Texas College (Bowie, Graham and Gainesville, Texas)   
• Vernon College (Wichita Falls and Vernon, Texas)   
• Ranger College (Stephenville, Texas)   
• Hill College (Hillsboro, Texas)   
• Weatherford College (Weatherford, Texas)  

Four-Year Universities 

• Midwestern State University (Wichita Falls, Texas) 
• University of North Texas (Denton, Texas)  
• Texas Woman’s University (Denton, Texas) 

 

 

Counties with Education Navigation programs have higher postsecondary attainment 
rates for Associate and Bachelor degree holders with rates ranging from 24-35% (with 
the exception of Denton County at 61%). Bachelor attainment rates have large equity 
gaps of 12-19 percentage points between White adults and Black, Latinx and Native 
adults.  

 

Directly Addressing Rural Needs: 

The Education Navigation program takes the strengths of CASS programs and applies them in a rural context to directly 

address the challenges and barriers mentioned above. Most of the students participating in Education Navigation are 

students of color, and nearly half of them are first-generation college students. Rather than applying blanket solutions, 

Education Navigation individualizes services to their students. Education Navigation accomplishes this individualization 

by assessing student needs upon entry, identifying which supports are necessary, and providing wraparound resources 

for transportation, childcare, housing, mental health, and food assistance needs. Education Navigation addresses 

financial barriers by helping students apply for federal and state funds like the Pell Grant, and any additional available 

funding to help cover costs. As a result, Education Navigation students have a 90 percent passing rate each semester and 

a 95 percent retention rate between the fall and spring semesters. 
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