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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this microethnography was to explore and describe the rural schooling 

experiences of one female adolescent who lives in a one industry, non-farming rural 

village and attends high school in a nearby small town. The pursuit of a post-secondary 

education usually results in the out-migration of local youth. This study describes and 

explores: (a) the ways in which the school environment and the interactions between the 

adolescent participant and her network educators shaped the meanings she ascribed to 

schooling; (b) the meanings of school curriculum for the adolescent participant; (c) the 

meanings of academic achievement for the adolescent participant; and (d) the role of the 

adolescent’s parents in her education at home and at school and the ways in which 

interactions between the adolescent and her parents shaped the meanings she ascribed to 

schooling. Data collection took place on site over 12 consecutive weeks and two re-visits 

which each lasted one week. The methods of data acquisition included participant 

observation, interviewing, document analyses, and photographs of local places. The 

adolescent participant’s mother and father and five educators at her high school also 

participated in this microethnography. Through addressing the specific rural issues and 

concerns of the rural context in which this microethnography took place this research 

reveals a deeper understanding of one adolescent’s rural schooling experiences. 

Implications for future rural schooling practices and research are discussed.  
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1 A Dusk Valley Night  
This photograph was taken one evening along a road near the 
hospital in Dusk Valley. I chose the pseudonym Dusk Valley for 
the town because of the sense of tranquility that descended on the 
town after sunset. The pace of activity slowed, the town became 
quiet, and the streets, especially near the hospital and by the river, 
were pitch dark. This photograph also serves to remind us of how 
dark the rural setting can be after sunset. (06-12-10) 
 

28 

2 Pearl Bay by the Lake 
This photograph was taken along a back road near Pearl Bay at 
the place where the river meets the lake. Dylan’s suggestion that I 
photograph the beach where she took swimming lessons led me to 
this area of Pearl Bay. I chose the pseudonym Pearl Bay for the 
village because of this photograph. This image has had a 
profound effect on me, as it opened my eyes to the natural beauty 
and serenity of the village and consequently I have developed an 
appreciation for the natural landscape of the village. (07-04-08) 
 

29 

3 Welcome to Dusk Valley 
I took this photograph during an evening walk around Dusk 
Valley. These stoplights (the only set of stoplights in Dusk 
Valley) are positioned at the main entrance to Dusk Valley. The 
bright lights at this entrance are in stark contrast to the quiet, still, 
and dark ambience within the town after the sun sets. (06-12-10) 
 

29 

4 The Pearl Bay Train Crossing  
Similar to Dusk Valley, Pearl Bay has only one set of stoplights, 
which are located along the highway at its entrance. These train 
tracks are located near the entrance to Pearl Bay and run across a 
main street. Although passenger trains no longer cross these 
tracks, freight trains regularly travel these tracks. The amount of 
time Dylan spends on the school bus each day depends on 
whether or not her bus has to wait at the train crossing. (07-02-04)  

30 
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Dusk Valley along the River 
In Dusk Valley a river runs along the west end of town and past 
the east end of town. Rocks that are over 500 million years old 
form the mountain range across the river. The scene captured in 
this photograph is the view from the front entrance of Beacon 
High School. (06-12-04) 
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   6 Dylan’s Backyard in Pearl Bay 
Dylan selected this photograph from her recent photograph 
collection for me to include in my research. She took this 
photograph of her backyard in Pearl Bay. Although Dylan lives in 
a residential area of Pearl Bay, the photograph provides a glimpse 
of the wooded area behind Dylan’s home. (06-12-02) 
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7 A Pearl Bay Residential Street 
This photograph was taken along a residential street in Pearl Bay.  
Snowmobile tracks can be seen along the side of the road. During 
the three months I spent in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area I 
saw snowmobiles parked in driveways and often heard 
snowmobiles in the evening. (07-02-04) 
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8 Downtown in Dusk Valley  
This photograph of the downtown area of Dusk Valley was taken 
at a main intersection. This photograph features the town hall as 
well as some of the local shops. The mountains form the backdrop 
of this scene, a silent but constant presence in Dusk Valley. (06-
12-04) 
 

32 

9 The Centre of Recreation in Pearl Bay 
This photograph, which was taken near the entrance to Pearl Bay 
along the main road, shows the baseball field and outdoor skating 
rink. (07-04-08)     
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   10 The Main Entrance of Beacon High School 
The main entrance of Beacon High School is located in front of 
the river which runs through the town of Dusk Valley. (06-12-04) 
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   11 The Beacon High School Football Field and Track 
This photograph shows the football field and track located behind 
Beacon High School. (06-12-14) 
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   12 The Main Entrance to Rocky Shore Middle School 
This photograph shows the entrance to Rocky Shore Middle 
School which is located in the northeast wing of Beacon High 
School. (07-01-13) 

38 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

 

To gain a deeper understanding of the meaning of schooling and education, the 

context in which schooling takes place needs to be considered (Haas & Nachtigal, 1998). 

Researchers need to look at settings and people holistically, and to study people in the 

context of their pasts and the present situations in which they find themselves (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). Although studies in rural education (Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; Singh 

& Dika, 2003; Young, 1998) have shown that adolescents living in rural areas have lower 

levels of educational expectations and attain lower levels of achievement than 

adolescents living in metropolitan areas, an unacknowledged conceptual problem exists 

with regards to “the construction of rural place as mere ‘setting’” (Howley, 2004, p. 258). 

Accordingly, researchers have failed to address the rural issues and concerns specific to 

the community or communities they have studied (Howley, 2004; Howley, Theobald, & 

Howley, 2005). Rural education researchers need to ask members of rural communities 

about “what sort of schooling rural kids are getting, why they are getting it, who benefits 

and who gets injured in the process, and by what mechanisms” (Howley et al., 2005, p. 

3). 

Even though I lived and attended school in a small town, when I first formulated 

my research questions and immersed myself in the literature on rural education, my 

perspective was “cosmopolitan” (Howley, 1997, p. 136). I wanted to investigate the 

influence of educational expectations of parents and community members living in rural 

areas on their adolescents’ educational expectations, achievements, and attainments. This 
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research topic is cosmopolitan because it does not engage in the meanings of rural places 

(Howley, 1997). Howley (1997) has emphasized that “educationists and researchers are 

cultivated as cosmopolitan nationalists…Our ‘training’ not only prepares us to ignore 

local issues, but predisposes us to ignorance” (p. 137). For instance, the research agenda 

for the Mid-Continent Research for Education and Learning has listed community and 

parental educational aspirations and expectations as one of the nine priority topics 

requiring research (Arnold, 2004), a recommendation that led me to believe that my 

initial research interest would contribute to a deeper understanding of rural education. 

Howley’s claim was also supported by my small town schooling which was not only 

inattentive to place, but also encouraged permanent out-migration to metropolitan areas 

for “better” opportunities. Since then, my understanding of rural meanings of place and 

schooling evolved through reading, discussing, and reflecting on rural education research 

which recognized the importance of rural places on people’s development of identity and 

attainment of well-being. Accordingly, my research interest shifted from an interest in 

improving academic achievement of rural youth to an interest in exploring and describing 

the educational experiences of rural youth with regards to the situated meanings of their 

rural communities.  

My research approach, collection, and analysis have been guided by Theobald’s 

(1997) premises that “rural schools ought to have a place in the educational landscape” 

(p. 1) and that “schools ought to attend more consciously to their physical place on earth 

and the social, political, and economic dynamics that surround it” (p. 1). I have also been 

guided by Noddings’ (1992) theory that education “might best be organized around 

centers of care: care for self, for intimate others, for associates and acquaintances, for 
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distant others, for nonhuman animals, for plants and the physical environment, for the 

human-made world of objects and instruments, and for ideas” (p. xiii). Following 

Wolcott’s (2001) approach to using theory in research, I will discuss these theories with 

regards to my research findings and interpretations in Chapter 5. I realize that my thesis 

may appear to some readers as under theorized but, “my descriptive accounts have at 

least been adequate to permit others to do their own theorizing” (Wolcott, 2001, p. 79). 

By addressing the rural issues and concerns of the contexts in which my research 

took place, the purpose of my research was to gain a deeper understanding of the rural 

meanings of schooling and education for one adolescent who lives in a one industry, non-

farming rural village and attends high school in a nearby small town. In particular, I 

explored and described: (a) the ways in which the school environment and the 

interactions between the adolescent participant and her network educators shaped the 

meanings she ascribed to schooling; (b) meanings of school curriculum for the adolescent 

participant; (c) meanings of academic achievement for the adolescent participant; and (d) 

the role of the adolescent’s parents in her education at home and at school and the ways 

in which interactions between the adolescent and her parents shaped the meanings she 

ascribed to schooling. 

This deeper understanding of rural meanings of schooling and education could be 

used to encourage people living in rural areas to cultivate the positive aspects of their 

local schools and communities through the development of locally responsive 

curriculums, which could contribute to the sustainability of rural places. I address my 

research objectives throughout the next four chapters of this thesis. Chapter 2 provides a 

conceptualization of rurality, a discussion on theory of place and space, and a review of 
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literature on rural schooling and education. Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of 

the microethnographic approach I used to investigate meanings of rural places and 

schools. Chapter 4 presents my findings and interpretations on the learning environments 

and educator interactions, meanings of school curriculum, meanings of achievement, and 

parental roles in schooling for one adolescent. Lastly, I discuss the implications of my 

research on rural meanings of schooling and education in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Unravelling the Concept of Rurality 

 

Conceptualizing Rural 

According to Howley (2004), the conceptualization problem in rural research 

“stems from a reluctance to attend to (or describe or even notice) rural places and their 

concerns” (p. 260). Researchers’ failure to engage in meanings of rural places has 

contributed to their use of samples from rural schools that did not take into account the 

particular context of the rural communities (Howley, 2004). Likewise, a review of the 

quantitative literature on rural education by Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, and Dean (2005) 

revealed that some researchers conducted their research in a rural context but made “no 

apparent intent to investigate a rural education issue or explain how rurality influences 

some aspect of schooling” (p. 2). Researchers have frequently omitted descriptions of the 

rural places they have studied or have provided very little description, and have failed to 

acknowledge the particular rural issues of the communities they have studied (Howley, 

2004). Therefore, scholars and researchers need to recognize the importance of 

developing a deeper understanding of place through actively involving themselves with 

the places they study (Bauch, 2001; Howley, 2004; Orr, 1992).  

Setting one’s research study some place simply because Statistics Canada (2006a) 

has classified the place as rural based on population size can result in a misunderstanding 

of rurality. Statistics Canada has defined census rural as individuals living in the 

countryside outside centres of 1,000 or more residents, or living outside places with 

population densities of 400 or more people per square kilometre. A problem with using 
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population size, such as 1,000 people, to classify rural areas is that people in places with 

populations greater than 1,000 “are distinctively rural in many ways” (Ward, 2003, p. 

108).  

In addition, Statistics Canada (2006a) has also used the term predominately rural, 

which refers to rural areas having populations of fewer than 2,500 people that are either 

adjacent to a metropolitan region or not adjacent to a metropolitan region. A census 

metropolitan area is formed by one or more adjacent municipalities centred on a large 

urban area, an urban core, with a population of at least 100,000 people (Statistics Canada, 

2006a). To be included in the census metropolitan area, adjacent municipalities require a 

high degree of integration with the urban core as measured through commuting flow 

(Statistics Canada, 2006a). Distinguishing between predominantly rural areas that are 

adjacent to a metropolitan region and rural areas that are not adjacent to metropolitan 

areas is important because many places with fewer than 2,500 residents are strongly 

connected to a city, urban area, or larger suburban or mid-sized town (Ward, 2003). 

However, Statistics Canada’s definition of a predominantly rural area is inadequate 

because it reduces a rural place to a point on a map grid (Gruenewald, 2003a). According 

to Howley et al. (2005), a deeper understanding of rural meanings recognizes that “the 

rural in rural is not most significantly the boundary around it, but the meanings inherent 

in rural lives, wherever lived” (p. 1). 

People’s understanding of rural has been obscured by the use of multiple 

definitions of rural (Arnold et al., 2005; Khattri, Riley, & Kane, 1997; Roscigno & 

Crowley, 2001; Sherwood, 2000) and the use of definitions that have only emphasized  

geographic criteria (Halfacree, 1993). Wotherspoon (1998) stated:  
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Rural areas themselves are characterized by considerable diversity in locale as 
well as social and economic circumstances. Regions dominated by resource 
industries (e.g., agriculture, fishing, and mining) are highly vulnerable to the 
negative impact of shifts in markets, technological changes, and concentration of 
capital that are intensified within globalization. By contrast, metropolitan fringe 
zones and regions that are able to diversify to take advantage of emergent service 
industries (e.g., tourism) may experience substantial growth or revitalization 
through the same processes. (p. 132)  
 
In an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of rural contexts, Gjelten (1982) 

classified rural American communities into five different types based on economy and 

demography. High growth rural communities are adjacent to expanding metropolitan 

areas (Gjelten, 1982). Reborn rural communities are communities which have 

experienced recent in-migration of city people who have moved to rural communities to 

escape urban issues, such as crime and high congestion of people (Gjelten, 1982). Rural 

communities that remain involved in national economy through market agriculture and 

maintain schools are classified as stable whereas, in contrast, depressed rural 

communities have an underdeveloped local economy and high out-migration (Gjelten, 

1982). The final type of rural community in Gjelten’s typology is isolated which are rural 

communities that are typically far removed from the transportation and commerce centres 

of major cities. 

To gain an understanding of the impact of school consolidation on a rural 

community, DeYoung (1995) studied over a two year period a rural community in 

Braxton County, West Virginia that was, in accordance with Gjelten’s (1982) typology, 

classified as both depressed and isolated. In his ethnographic study, DeYoung analyzed 

documents, conducted structured and unstructured interviews with parents, educators, and 

local citizens, and completed participant observation at the middle school. Similar to the 

problematic issues associated with Statistics Canada (2006a) definitions of rural, 
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DeYoung found that Gjelten’s typology inadequately described the specific situated rural 

meanings in this community, as the existence of a small number, but nonetheless 

important professional and skilled working-class families in Braxton enabled moderate 

commercial and manufacturing industries to develop. DeYoung concluded that complete 

reliance on Gjelten’s typology to classify rural communities can be misleading.  

Failure to recognize the importance of context with regards to rurality is 

problematic because even though rural places may share some similar conditions, “there 

is not a monolithic rural character or rural culture” (Ward, 2003, p. 108). Quantitative 

studies on adolescent academic achievement by Fan and Chen (1999) and Roscigno and 

Crowley (2001) failed to acknowledge the unique characteristics of rural communities 

across America. Roscigno and Crowley did not distinguish between rural farming places 

and non-farming rural places, while Fan and Chen grouped rural adolescents into only 

four geographical regions of the United States: Northeast, Midwest, South, and West. 

These general groups most likely obscured not only regional differences in rural 

meanings but also the differences within each rural community.  

Although Esterman and Hedlund (1995) did not specifically describe the four 

rural communities in upstate New York used in their qualitative study, they did make the 

distinction between rural farming communities and rural non-farming communities. 

Esterman and Hedlund found that adolescents who lived in the rural farming community 

were more oriented toward their parents than their peers and described their family 

relationships as closer and more supportive than adolescents who lived in the rural non-

farming communities. Also, adolescents living on rural farms reported a deeper feeling of 

closeness to nature and animals and a strong attachment to place, in comparison to 
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adolescents who lived in rural non-farming communities. Although, some similarities 

existed between the adolescents from the rural farming community and those from the 

rural non-farming communities in upstate New York, the different conditions and 

circumstances of each rural community created different rural meanings and cultures for 

these adolescents. These results questioned the credibility of other studies such as those 

conducted by Fan and Chen (1999) and Roscigno and Crowley (2001) that group together 

people living in “rural” communities. According to Halfacree (1993), the search for any 

single, all-embracing definition of rural is neither desirable nor possible for such a 

definition collapses situated differences to produce a “homogenizing effect” (Natter & 

Jones, 1997, p. 144). 

The ethnographic studies of Brandau and Collins (1994) and Smithmier (1994), 

which used interviewing, observation of community, school, and classroom events, and 

analysis of documents, such as the town newspaper and minutes from school board 

meetings to study rural education experiences, further demonstrated that different 

conditions and circumstances exist in rural communities and that these differences can 

shape the development of different meanings for schooling and achievement. Brandau 

and Collins’s ethnographic study took place in a small rural mountain community located 

in upstate New York, while Smithmier’s ethnographic study took place in a community 

of 1,000 residents, located an hour outside a standard metropolitan statistical area. In the 

rural community studied by Brandau and Collins, students traveled 18 miles to attend 

high school in another community, more than half of the school children lived in poverty, 

and most of the local residents combined multiple, low-paying, seasonal jobs to subsist 

within the community. In contrast, students in the community studied by Smithmier 
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attended a local high school and over half of the community commuted 20 to 40 minutes 

to work. Since many adults were not visibly present in the community during the day, 

“the adult role modeling and influence over the students by adults is minimized.” 

(Smithmier, 1994, p. 91) 

With regards to the meanings of schooling and academic achievement for people 

living in rural communities, Brandau and Collins (1994) found that people in their study 

were apprehensive about pursuing a post-secondary education and higher employment 

because these pursuits would require leaving the community. Accordingly, the youth in 

this community sought future job possibilities from their parents and neighbours within 

the local community. For many local employers “schooling really did not matter, at least 

not from an achievement standpoint” (Brandau & Collins, 1994, p. 124). Moreover, many 

of the local employers perceived that completing high school was not necessary and did 

little to prepare one for the world of work. However, in contrast, the youth in Smithmier’s 

(1994) study valued high academic achievement because they viewed education as a 

“vehicle” “that will take them out of an unpromising situation” (p. 95).  

Furthermore, people can and do construct different meanings, views, and sense of 

community for the same geographic place (Bauch, 2001; Bushnell, 1999; Gruenewald, 

2003a). Bushnell’s (1999) in-depth study on one rural community located in the 

Piedmont region of south eastern United States 15 miles from a university town with 

45,000 residents revealed a substantial migration of middle-class families from more 

populated regions for the presumed quality of life there rather than for its occupations. 

However, this migrational purpose contributed to the development of different rural 

meanings within this community. Within the community a conflict developed between 
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the old-timers, who had historical ties and strong attachments to place and the 

newcomers, who aspired to transplant their urban values of “geographic mobility (the 

ability and the expectation of relocating one’s residence), diverse financial resources 

(investments as well as occupations), culinary tastes, and expectations of privacy” 

(Bushnell, 1999, p. 82). These newcomers planned to stay in the community for only a 

few years and then return to the city. A critical issue for the old-timers in this community 

was that younger generations of old-timers who had developed strong attachments to 

place could no longer afford to purchase land due to the increased property values that 

resulted from the influx of newcomers (Bushnell, 1999). 

 

Understanding the Influence of Place 

For Gruenewald (2003a), places “produce and teach particular ways of thinking 

about and being in the world” (p. 627). The formation of one’s worldview and 

understanding of other people and oneself occurs through one’s sense of place (Hummon, 

1994; Orr, 1992; Theobald, 1997), as “to live is to live locally, and to know is first of all 

to know the places one is in” (Casey, 1996, p. 18). For Casey (1996), “place is not a mere 

patch of ground, a bare stretch of earth, a sedentary set of stones” (p. 26). A place is a 

multitude of the physical, spiritual, cultural, and social, as “a given place takes on the 

qualities of its occupants, reflecting these qualities in its own constitution and description 

and expressing them in its occurrence as an event: places not only are, they happen” 

(Casey, 1996, p. 27). Therefore, people shape the places where they live, and places 

shape people, for “as occupants of particular places with particular attributes, our identity 

and our possibilities are shaped” (Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 621). Not only has electronic 

media and the multitude of telecommunication options “severely diminished the role of 
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place in our lives” (Theobald, 1997, p. 42-43), but also schools through inattention to 

place in the curriculum have obscured people’s relationships with places (Gruenewald, 

2003a). Reducing a place to a point on a map, often results in one’s failure to develop a 

sense of caring for and attachment to place (Gruenewald, 2003a). 

However, a strong attachment to place exists for some rural people, especially for 

families who have inhabited a particular rural community or region for generations 

(Bushnell, 1999; Corbett, 2004; DeYoung, 1995; Porter, 1996; Wilson & Peterson, 

1988). In developing an understanding of the impact of place on people living in rural 

communities, Theobald (1997) has formulated the concept of “intradependence” (p. 7). 

For Theobald, intradependence has meant “to exist by virtue of necessary relations within 

a place” (p. 7), such that “intradependence speaks of dependence within a place, 

dependence on the land and dependence on the good will and wisdom of the people with 

whom the land is shared” (p. 15). When people develop an attachment to place, they 

become rooted in their community (Howley, Harmon, & Leopald, 1996). For instance, in 

his ethnographic study of the tension between formal schooling and place experienced by 

men living in a small fishing village in Digby Neck, Nova Scotia, Corbett (2004) found 

that fishermen had a strong sense of place in that they had a “place-based, multi-skilled 

expertise” (p. 465). These fishermen had developed a strong attachment to place, as their 

work “fulfills a need that exists among those with whom the physical place is shared” 

(Theobald, 1997, p. 72).  

In addition, Porter (1996) also found the existence of strong attachments to place 

during her one year ethnographic study of a rural community in Kentucky. This finding 

emerged as students, school faculty and staff, school board members, the superintendent, 
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community leaders, business owners, young professionals, “involved” parents, and “non-

involved” parents, all of whom were “stakeholders” in the community, addressed school 

reform targeted at their community high school. Throughout her study that included 

surveys, participant observation, interviewing, and document analysis, Porter found: 

Drawing on allegories and metaphors of the mountains, Hickory County youth 
and adults describe themselves and their communities as enduring, resilient, and 
endangered…Constructing themselves as being like the mountains gave form and 
substance to these Appalachians’ desires to remain distinct and to act on their own 
behalf to create viable, vital communities and schools. (p. 114) 

 
 

The Physical Existence of School Buildings 

Howley et al. (1996) emphasized that people’s strong attachments to place created 

a passion for cultivating community. One way in which people believe that a rural 

community can be cultivated is through maintaining schools (Wotherspoon, 1998). 

Schools in rural communities not only offer a place for meetings, sporting and 

recreational activities, and continuing and post-secondary education programs, with 

contributions to both individual and community well-being (Bauch, 2001; Bishop, 2004; 

DeYoung, 1995; Lyson, 2002; Porter, 1996; Ward, 2003; Wotherspoon; 1998), but also 

schools have “become rallying points at the core of community life and vitality” 

(Wotherspoon, 1998, p. 135). With regards to the importance of a rural school  

to its community, Fuller (1982) stated: 

To close a country school was to destroy an institution that held the little rural 

community together. It was to wipe out the one building the people of the district 

had in common and, in fact, to destroy the community. (p. 234-235) 

A quantitative study by Wotherspoon (1998) that investigated south western 

Saskatchewan residents’ perceptions of the contributions of schooling to community 
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sustainability found that rural residents living in small towns of less than 10,000 people 

with a limited economic base “are committed to keeping their communities alive and they 

regard schooling as a vital element towards that end” (p. 138). The presence of schools in 

these rural communities “provides a sense of stability and hope” (p. 138). Ironically, the 

school which “communities look to as a guarantor of their futures is, in fact, the gateway 

that channels valuable human resources out of those communities and into urban centres” 

(p.138). To obtain higher levels of education and employment, young adults leave their 

rural communities for metropolitan areas (Wotherspoon, 1998). Since Wotherspoon 

grouped together rural communities from Saskatchewan, further investigation is needed 

to gain an understanding of possible situated differences of rural meanings of schooling 

for each of the communities represented in this study. 

 

Rural Schooling for Global Economy or Local Community? 

Researchers (Berry, 1990; Gruenewald, 2003a; Haas & Nachtigal, 1998; Howley, 

2004; Howley et al., 1996; Wotherspoon, 1998) have argued that schooling in rural North 

America has often taught young people that to become successful, they must leave their 

rural communities. In his two year ethnographic study of schooling in a rural community 

in Braxton County, West Virginia, DeYoung (1995) found that the county school 

superintendent, who had been raised and schooled in the area, believed the purpose of 

schools in Braxton County was to introduce students to the world beyond central West 

Virginia. This superintendent’s views of the purpose of public schooling had very little to 

do with celebrating and sustaining the cultures of contemporary Appalachian 

communities (DeYoung, 1995). Upon further analysis, DeYoung identified that “schools 

are specifically rewarded or punished in West Virginia and surrounding states based upon 
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their success in graduating students from high school and moving them to postsecondary 

‘opportunities’ that invariably lie somewhere else in the state or nation” (p. 180-181). 

Rather than teach rural youth “how to live well and carefully within a place” 

(Corbett, 2004, p. 466), schooling instructs them to “learn the objective, neutral, non-

placed-based abstractions necessary to become effective strangers, deployable anywhere” 

(Corbett, 2004, p. 464). In Smithmier’s (1994) ethnographic study, high school seniors 

reported that they had received the message from adults to “get out” (p. 95) of their rural 

town after graduating. The fishermen in Corbett’s (2004) ethnographic study recounted 

that “teachers actively worked to demean local life and fishing as a way of earning a 

living” (p. 466). Likewise, a qualitative study by Burnell (2003) found that a group of 

high school students from rural counties in central and northern New York perceived that 

their teachers believed “the singular valued purpose of a high school education was 

academic preparation for college” (p. 111). Even though these students attained the 

academic requirements for college entrance, they chose to stay in their communities to 

work. Since Burnell grouped together rural high school seniors from 11 schools in seven 

rural counties in central and northern New York, further investigation is needed to gain 

an understanding of possible situated differences of rural meanings of schooling for each 

of the communities represented in her study. 

Furthermore, beginning at a young age, schooling teaches children about their 

individual strengths and weaknesses instead of teaching them about the ways in which 

they could contribute to their community (Theobald, 1997). According to Theobald 

(1997):  

As we have more steadfastly clung to an individual orientation to life, as we have 
defined life plans as synonymous with competition in the race for material 
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accumulation, and we have elevated the status of the risk takers among us, the 
accolade ‘successful’ has come to be a much better cultural ‘fit’ than accolade 
‘virtuous.’ Virtue speaks of attention to shouldering one’s obligations to others 
and is therefore more at home in a community-oriented worldview. Success, by 
contrast, confines itself to the level of the individual. (p. 47) 
 
North American people live in a worldview that is “individually oriented” 

(Theobald, 1997, p. 9). Sense of community begins to vanish when “individual pursuit of 

material accumulation is the highest sort of societal contribution” (Theobald, 1997, p. 

42). Since the development of character, morality, and virtue are formed through 

interactions in one’s community, the demise of intradependence has contributed to the 

formation of “a society marked by few allegiances and almost no propensity to shoulder 

mutual obligations” (Theobald, 1997, p. 120). Creating an excessively mobile population 

through schooling that is inattentive to place has contributed to “placelessness,” which 

“erodes our ability to commit to much of anything other than our own self-interest” 

(Theobald, 1997, p. 120). 

The question of whether rural residents would like to have their schools focus on 

global market-driven vocational and economic plans or whether they would like to have 

their schools focus on local concerns of rebuilding and redefining sustainable rural 

communities remains unanswered (Bauch, 2001; Brandau & Collins, 1994; Wotherspoon, 

1998). Investigation and conscious awareness of the ways in which schooling in rural 

communities supports or undermines local issues and community sustainability are 

needed (Wotherspoon, 1998). 

 

Educating Students on Local Places 

Schools across rural communities in North America have been unresponsive to 

local concerns and conditions (Bauch, 2001; Wotherspoon, 1998). Theobald and 
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Nachtigal (1995) stated “the work of the rural school is no longer to emulate the urban or 

suburban school, but to attend to its own place” (p. 132). Theobald (1997) has theorized 

that students’ school experiences would become increasingly meaningful if schools 

focused on the physical place and the social, political, and economic dynamics of the 

community in which the schools are located. Gruenewald (2003a) emphasized: 

Recognizing that places are what people make of them – that people are place 
makers and that places are a primary artefact of human culture – suggests a more 
active role for schools in the study, care, and creation of places. If human beings 
are responsible for place making, then we must become conscious of ourselves as 
place makers and participants in the sociopolitical process of place making. 
Educationally, this means developing the connections with places that allow us to 
invest them with particular kinds of meaning. (p. 627) 
 

Teachers and educational professionals need to move beyond current education practices 

of standardized testing and best practices which promote a generic placeless education 

(Gruenewald, 2003a), and “make the word ‘local’ in the phrase ‘local school’ mean 

something” (Theobald, 1997, p. 1). Restoration of community, including rural 

communities, is possible through place-conscious education, since schooling can foster or 

impede one’s perception of places (Gruenewald, 2003a).  

The aim of place-conscious education is “to reframe the discourse of democracy 

and accountability so that the character and quality of places, and our relationship to 

them, figure significantly in the purpose, process, and assessment of education” 

(Gruenewald, 2003a, p. 645). Smith (2002b) stated, “the primary value of place-based 

education lies in the way that it serves to strengthen children’s connections to others and 

to the regions in which they live” (p. 594). Through place-conscious education students 

can begin to see the significant contributions their families and community members have 

made to their rural place (Bishop, 2004; Jennings, Swidler, & Koliba, 2005).  
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Students can also develop a sense of place and belonging to their community 

through place-conscious education that involves them in community planning and 

problem solving (Bauch, 2001). They can develop higher order skills in real life 

situations by tackling community-based problems and issues (Kannapel & DeYoung, 

1999). For instance, high school students in a calculus class worked with emergency 

planners in their American coastal community to monitor the risk of tidal waves and 

tsunamis (Smith, 2002a). These students took measurements and used computer 

programs to model the force of tidal waves necessary to damage buildings near the local 

beach and they regularly reported their findings to emergency planners in their 

community. This place-conscious project enabled students to see the connection between 

mathematical concepts being learned in the classroom and math used in a real world 

situation. Students also said that they had made a valuable contribution to their 

community (Smith, 2002a). 

The relationships between students and other members of the community develop 

through these positive interactions, such that “by building trust and reliance between 

students and other community members, the rural community grows stronger and out-

migration of rural youth is slowed” (Bauch, 2001, p. 216). As students become involved 

in community planning and problem solving they begin “to learn to value a small town” 

(Bishop, 2004, p. 68) and they can “gain an appreciation of potential opportunities for 

continuing a rural livelihood” (Ley, Nelson, & Beltyukova, 1996, p. 140). Bishop (2004) 

affirmed: 

If students are allowed to learn how to care about a place and to care for it, they 
are more likely to consider living there and helping to solve its problems. A pride 
of place will also give them the necessary skills to live well in any community. 



 

 

19 

Place-based learning, wherever that place is, teaches a sense of community and 
gives students a model for living well anywhere. (p. 69) 
 
Many rural education scholars have critiqued rural schooling as they considered 

“much of rural schooling is miseducative because it overlooks or disparages the rural 

lifeworld – the source of rural meaning” (Howley, 2004, p. 271). Corbett (2004), 

DeYoung (1995), and Porter (1996) have found that a non-place-conscious curriculum 

which highly values post-industrial skills, skills that lead to college and university 

attendance and careers away from home and family, has become problematic not only for 

parents and community members who continue to adhere to the dignity of skilled labour 

and the value of physical work, but also for students who would like to live and work in 

their rural community. For instance, in his study on the tension between formal schooling 

and place for men in Digby Neck, Corbett found:  

At the very point in their lives when they felt that education ought to have become 
more focused on the practicalities of making a living, the opposite occurred, and 
Shakespeare and algebra entered their lives in the increasingly tight curricular 
frames of secondary school. In contrast, the fishery provided these men with a 
place-sensitive context in which the risks were significant, the puzzles were real, 
and the rewards were tangible. In short, the fishery was a field in which they 
could use their intelligence. School, on the other hand, seemed to present them 
with a set of abstract games. (p. 460) 
 
Many of these men were committed to learning about practical knowledge and the 

places where they lived, knowledge that was not recognized inside the classroom 

(Corbett, 2004). Corbett (2004) recalled, “I remember his tentative and uncomfortable 

posture as a ‘special needs’ student in the elementary school reading resource room, 

struggling with words. In stark contrast, I saw him years later as a confident, 16-year-old 

apprentice fisherman.” (p. 458) A consequence of using a uniform placeless curriculum is 

that students lose opportunities to pursue learning in areas, such as fishing, in which they 
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are interested and for which they exhibit talent (Noddings, 2003). According to Noddings 

(2003), many students “will fail in school because they are forced to do work they hate 

and are deprived of work they might love” (p. 81). 

A place-conscious education that uses “the school’s place as a curricular lens” 

(Theobald, 1997, p. 138) would not overlook the meaning of rural places and it would 

“take what is artificial out of the schooling experience” (Theobald, 1997, p. 138). In fact, 

Porter’s (1996) ethnographic study of a consolidated rural Appalachian Kentucky high 

school which had problems of underachievement, low attendance, high drop out rates, 

and an almost complete absence of parental participation in academic affairs revealed that 

when staff implemented “culturally relevant pedagogical styles and content matter” (p. 

114), interest in schooling and learning increased. In addition, place-conscious 

curriculum which would connect students to local businesses would enable these youth 

and families to see the connection between education and employment in their 

communities. Recruitment of local youth by local employers through place-conscious 

curriculum could “help curb the trend of out-migration of rural youth, especially those 

with high school diplomas and postsecondary education” (Bauch, 2001, p. 216). 

 

The Purpose of Schooling 

According to DeYoung (1995), for over 100 years disagreements on the nature of 

work, the significance of family, and the meaning of place have influenced the dynamics 

of rural schools. In an individually-oriented society, the pursuit and attainment of 

personal material desires becomes the measure for personal fulfillment and quality of life 

(Theobald, 1997). Due to the privileging of mobility, acquisitiveness, and status as the 

essentials of a happy life (Howley et al., 1996), “it is culturally difficult for us to 
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appreciate the fact that hard work performed well can in fact be sustaining to the 

personality” (Theobald, 1997, p. 35). Furthermore, living close to one’s childhood home 

rather than attaining high educational and occupational status constituted life satisfaction 

for many rural Appalachian youth (Wilson & Peterson, 1988). In assessing what counts 

as educational and occupational success, it is of great importance that all people, 

especially educational professionals, recognize that when the purpose of schooling is 

“reduced to the provision of human resources for the economic market, the moral 

dimension of education is reduced in significance, if not eliminated altogether” 

(Theobald, 1997, p. 121). Corbett (2004) has asked, “If one place is no better than 

another, can rural educators any longer shunt selected youth out and claim that the rest 

are ‘stuck’?” (p. 467). We need to ask ourselves if attaining high-status employment and 

wealth are worth sacrificing the opportunity of “learning to live and achieve competence 

and dignity in a local life” (Corbett, 2004, p. 459). Rural communities can be restored 

through developing an understanding of the meaning of place and its role in the education 

of youth (Theobald, 1997). Place-conscious education has the potential to help people 

understand that choosing to stay is not a mark of failure of rural youth, but rather, it 

enables them to actively involve themselves in solving the problem of the collapse of the 

rural community and in restoring community throughout North American society 

(Theobald, 1997). 

It is imperative that rural education researchers ask members of rural communities 

about the schooling rural youth receive, the reasoning behind it, and the advantages and 

disadvantages of this schooling (Howley et al., 2005). The reviewed literature 

demonstrate that, although some similarities exist between rural communities, the unique 
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conditions and circumstances of each rural community have created different rural 

meanings for education and schooling. Since a homogenous rural culture does not exist 

(Ward, 2003), studying rural education through random sampling of the 300,000 students 

who attend schools in rural areas across Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005b) 

will most likely result in research that obscures not only regional differences in schooling 

experiences and meanings, but also the differences within each rural place (Howley, 

2004). Therefore, a need exists for qualitative research on the ways in which schooling in 

rural Canadian places supports or undermines local issues and community sustainability. 

A deeper understanding of rurality and rural schooling may be used to develop place-

conscious curriculums that can contribute to the development of well-being for rural 

youth and the sustainability of the places where they live. 
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CHAPTER 3 

A Microethnographic Approach to Rural Schooling and Education  

 

The purpose of my microethnography was to describe and explore rural meanings 

of schooling and education from the perspective of one female adolescent, Dylan (a 

pseudonym). Dylan lives with her mother, father, and younger sibling in a house in the 

village of Pearl Bay (a pseudonym), a one industry, non-farming rural community. She is 

a senior level student at Beacon High School (a pseudonym), which is located in the 

nearby town of Dusk Valley (a pseudonym). The pursuit of a post-secondary education 

by local youth usually involves leaving the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area. Dylan’s 

mother and father and five network educators at Beacon High also participated in my 

microethnography. These participants were referred to as network participants.  

Following Wolcott (1999), an ethnographic study usually involves prolonged 

fieldwork that lasts for a year or longer. Since my fieldwork took place over 12 

consecutive weeks and two re-visits which each lasted one week, I chose to represent my 

ethnographic study as a microethnography. Through an ethnographic approach, I 

explored and described: (a) the ways in which the school environment and the 

interactions between Dylan and network educators shaped the meanings she ascribed to 

schooling; (b) meanings of school curriculum for Dylan; (c) meanings of academic 

achievement for Dylan; and (d) the role of Dylan’s parents in her education at home and 

at school and the ways in which interactions between Dylan and her parents shaped the 

meanings she ascribed to schooling.  
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I chose to use an ethnographic approach for my study because ethnographies 

investigate culture (Wolcott, 1999). My account was ethnographic in that I investigated 

the “culture” of Dylan and the network participants, in the sense that “culture is an 

account of particular social processes as practiced by particular people in particular 

settings” (Wolcott, 1999, p. 253). I also used an ethnographic approach because an 

ethnographic approach can be used for “sensitively representing in written texts what 

local people consider meaningful and then in making their concerns accessible to readers 

who are unfamiliar with their social world” (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 108).  

Another reason I chose an ethnographic approach to study the meaning of 

schooling and education in Dusk Valley (the town) and Pearl Bay (the nearby village) 

was that ethnographic research uses multiple data collection techniques, for “[t]he very 

idea that one might depend solely on one source of data – survey research as a prime 

example, since so much research is conducted in that fashion – is anathema to anyone 

genuinely committed to the ethnographer’s ‘multi-instrument’ approach” (Wolcott, 1999, 

p. 44). I used the multiple data collection techniques of in-depth interviewing, participant 

observation, document analyses, and photographs in my attempts to gain “a deeper 

immersion in others’ worlds in order to grasp what they experience as meaningful and 

important” (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 2). However, a limitation of my microethnography 

was the time restrictions associated with completing a thesis at the university graduate 

level.  

Through an ethnographic account my purpose was “not to determine ‘the truth’ 

but to reveal the multiple truths apparent in others’ lives” (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 3). 

This account represented the lived experiences that Dylan chose to share with me during 
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the three months I spent with her and the two re-visits after I had left the field. In no way 

have I intended or claimed to provide a complete account of Dylan’s lived experiences 

during this period of time. Wolcott (1999) stated: 

No ethnographer wants or can ever be expected to take responsibility for 
providing the full and complete account of some group of people. Such a goal is 
unattainable. We do well to capture some of the relevant detail, and do even better 
when we can capture some of the more elusive spirit of those among whom we 
study. (p. 29) 
 

Acknowledging that all research “is guided by the researcher’s set of beliefs and feelings 

about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, 

p. 22) has led me to understand that designing, conducting, and analyzing research 

“requires the total person rather than simply the skilled execution of research methods” 

(Gallagher, 1996, p. 119). Wolcott stated: 

What results from any particular ethnographic inquiry represents a coming 
together of a personality and personal biography in the persona of the 
ethnographer, interacting in a particular place in a unique way, for the purposes of 
preparing a study framed broadly by an academic tradition and more narrowly by 
how the assignment is perceived by the ethnographer and others in the setting. (p. 
89)  
 
I attempted to build a sense of shared understanding (Rossman & Rallis, 1998) 

between the participants and myself through discussing my interests and connections to 

the community with regards to the meaning of rural life and education. I strived to be 

flexible in arranging interviews and observation periods at times that were convenient for 

the participants and to be understanding when participants cancelled interviews (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007). It is my hope that I presented myself as a caring and trustworthy person. 

I have been critically aware of the importance of maintaining the confidentiality 

of the people participating in my study (Phtiaka, 1994; Synder, 2002; Tolich, 2004). 

Developing trust with my participants was of utmost importance to me. For this reason, I 
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have made “screening everything through a filter, a filter of respectability” (Wolcott, 

2005, p. 251) central to my analysis and data reporting. Conducting research close to 

home has heightened my awareness that I am accountable to the participants in my study 

in my analysis and interpretation of their words and actions. I will most likely encounter 

the people who participated in my research on my return visits home to the Dusk Valley 

and Pearl Bay area. Furthermore, since I would like for the participants in my study to 

read this research and I know that many of them intend to read this research, I have tried 

to write “without jargon and statistics, to hover in that delicate balance between art and 

science sought by many in our profession” (Hopkins, 1993, p. 127).  

 

The Rural Context 

Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay. My microethnography took place in a small town 

called Dusk Valley and a nearby village called Pearl Bay in Ontario, Canada (see Figures 

1 to 9 dated by year-month-day). I chose this town and village based on the geographic, 

social, and economic contexts. First of all, I chose this setting because I am familiar with 

the location and the high school. I lived and attended school in the Dusk Valley and Pearl 

Bay area for 18 years. I have a personal interest in the well-being of this place and these 

people. Secondly, I selected this location because of the educational and occupational 

opportunities available in the town and the neighbouring village. Lastly, I chose this 

setting because it has experienced recent school closures and consolidations. 

Both Pearl Bay and Dusk Valley are located off the main local highway with 

Pearl Bay located 12 km south of Dusk Valley. Dusk Valley has a population of 4,200 

(Statistics Canada, 2006b) and therefore did not qualify as rural according to the Statistics 

Canada (2006a) definition of census rural (i.e., having a population of less than 1,000) or 
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as predominantly rural (i.e., having a population of fewer than 2,500 people). Pearl Bay 

has a population of 800 (Statistics Canada, 2006b) and therefore qualified as census 

rural. Both Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay are located over 150 km away from a city with a 

population of more than 50,000 residents and consequently were not well connected to a 

city. As previously discussed, definitions of rurality that only take into consideration 

population size and adjacency to metropolitan areas are inadequate (Gruenewald, 2003a; 

Ward, 2003) because these definitions are concerned with geographical boundaries rather 

than “the meanings inherent in rural lives, wherever lived” (Howley et al., 2005, p. 1). 

Smithmier (1994) stated that researchers “must consider the interplay of the geographic, 

social, and economic contexts within which rural students receive their formal education” 

(p. 89).  

Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay are linked through schooling and employment and 

have been since the 1940s when the plant was built approximately 10 km from Pearl Bay. 

Prior to the existence of the plant, in the late 1800s Pearl Bay was inhabited by farmers 

and lumbermen and many of the old family names remain commonplace in the 

population (Document, 1979). Although people lived in the area presently known as 

Dusk Valley in the late 1800s, the present town of Dusk Valley was established in 1940s 

as a place for employees of the plant to live. In current times, Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay 

are predominantly one-industry, non-farming communities. Although a few residents 

engage in farming and some residents are employed by the military, most people living in 

Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay work at the plant. The plant is located approximately 20 km 

away from Dusk Valley on the outskirts of Pearl Bay in a secluded area away from 
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residences. Educational requirements for jobs at the plant range from the attainment of a 

high school diploma to a doctoral degree.  

Wooded areas surround the town and the nearby village. Over 160 km of trails for 

hiking, mountain biking, cross-country skiing, all-terrain vehicling (ATVing), and 

snowmobiling are located in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area. During my stay in Dusk 

Valley I saw deer in the forest area near the hospital. The local newspaper has published 

public service announcements about bear safety in the summer months, as black bears 

have wandered into backyards and along streets, especially in wooded residential areas. 

Dylan’s mother told me that they have often seen bears in their backyard in Pearl Bay.  

 
 

 

Figure 1. A Dusk Valley Night. This photograph was taken one evening along a road 
near the hospital in Dusk Valley. I chose the pseudonym Dusk Valley for the town 
because of the sense of tranquility that descended on the town after sunset. The pace of 
activity slowed, the town became quiet, and the streets, especially near the hospital and 
by the river, were pitch dark. This photograph also serves to remind us of how dark the 
rural setting can be after sunset. (06-12-10) 
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Figure 2. Pearl Bay by the Lake. This photograph was taken along a back road near Pearl 
Bay at the place where the river meets the lake. Dylan’s suggestion that I photograph the 
beach where she took swimming lessons led me to this area of Pearl Bay. I chose the 
pseudonym Pearl Bay for the village because of this photograph. This image has had a 
profound effect on me, as it opened my eyes to the natural beauty and serenity of the 
village and consequently I have developed an appreciation for the natural landscape of 
the village. (07-04-08) 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3. Welcome to Dusk Valley. I took this photograph during an evening walk 
around Dusk Valley. These stoplights (the only set of stoplights in Dusk Valley) are 
positioned at the main entrance to Dusk Valley. The bright lights at this entrance are in 
stark contrast to the quiet, still, and dark ambience within the town after the sun sets. (06-
12-10) 
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Figure 4. The Pearl Bay Train Crossing. Similar to Dusk Valley, Pearl Bay has only one 
set of stoplights, which are located along the highway at its entrance. These train tracks 
are located near the entrance to Pearl Bay and run across a main street. Although 
passenger trains no longer cross these tracks, freight trains regularly travel these tracks. 
The amount of time Dylan spends on the school bus each day depends on whether or not 
her bus has to wait at the train crossing. (07-02-04) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5. Dusk Valley along the River. In Dusk Valley a river runs along the west end of 
town and past the east end of town. Rocks that are over 500 million years old form the 
mountain range across the river. The scene captured in this photograph is the view from 
the front entrance of Beacon High School. (06-12-04) 
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Figure 6. Dylan’s Backyard in Pearl Bay. Dylan selected this photograph from her recent 
photograph collection for me to include in my research. She took this photograph of her 
backyard in Pearl Bay. Although Dylan lives in a residential area of Pearl Bay, the 
photograph provides a glimpse of the wooded area behind Dylan’s home. (06-12-02) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 7. A Pearl Bay Residential Street. This photograph was taken along a residential 
street in Pearl Bay. Snowmobile tracks can be seen along the side of the road. During the 
three months I spent in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area I saw snowmobiles parked in 
driveways and often heard snowmobiles in the evening. (07-02-04) 
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Figure 8. Downtown in Dusk Valley. This photograph of the downtown area of Dusk 
Valley was taken at a main intersection. This photograph features the town hall as well as 
some of the local shops. The mountains form the backdrop of this scene, a silent but 
constant presence in Dusk Valley. (06-12-04) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 9. The Centre of Recreation in Pearl Bay. This photograph, which was taken near 
the entrance to Pearl Bay along the main road, shows the baseball field and outdoor 
skating rink. (07-04-08)   
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An occurrence that I frequently observed happening in the downtown shopping 

plaza of Dusk Valley was community members exchanging greetings and carrying on 

conversations as they collected their mail at the post office, shopped for groceries, and 

completed errands. While downtown, it would be rare for a local resident to not recognize 

anyone and to not have a conversation with anyone he or she knew. The police have 

occasionally reminded people to lock their cars in the downtown area through public 

service announcements in the local newspaper. 

Within Dusk Valley, residents have access to a town hall, post office, a fire and 

police department, a hospital with limited services, a long-term care centre, a library, a 

grocery store, convenience stores, a few shops, a drug store, a liquor store, two banks, a 

pizza place, a café, two bar and grill restaurants, a Canadian Legion Hall, a motel, four 

churches, four schools, a daycare centre, three hair salons, two clothing stores, and 

accountant, law, dental, and chiropractic offices. Two hardware stores, a dentist office, a 

few fast food places and restaurants, a beer store, motels, gas stations, two churches, a 

funeral home, and a few shops are located along the highway outside of town. Residents 

can participate in various clubs, such as drama and theatre, orchestra, Girl Guides and 

Boy Scouts, and recreation programs such as swimming, karate, cross-country skiing, 

hockey, ballet, and gymnastics. Dusk Valley also has a swimming pool, beaches (one 

lifeguard supervised beach), tennis and yacht club, marina, a woodworking shop, bowling 

alley, arena, curling club, alpine ski hill, and a baseball diamond. 

Within Pearl Bay, residents have access to a post office, a convenience store, a 

meat and variety store, a library, a fire hall (operated by volunteer fire fighters), a Lion’s 

club, a ball park, a school, and a few churches. A gas station and a few restaurants are 
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located along the highway outside of Pearl Bay. Residents of Pearl Bay are welcome to 

participate in recreational programs and clubs in Dusk Valley. Outdoor skating rinks are 

maintained during the winter months and various recreation programs, such as soccer and 

baseball, are offered in Pearl Bay during the spring and summer months. In previous 

years, children could also participate in swimming lessons at the local beach.  

Fighting for local schools. Residents in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area have 

recently faced public school closure and consolidation. In November 2003 the local 

newspaper reported that Sandy Ridge Elementary (a pseudonym), Rocky Shore Middle 

School (a pseudonym), and Beacon High School, the three public schools in Dusk Valley, 

faced an uncertain future as the school board prepared to review the operations of all its 

schools. Prior to September 2005, Rocky Shore Middle School had its own building and 

was a Grade 5 to 8 Public School, and Sandy Ridge Elementary School was a 

Kindergarten to Grade 4 Public School. Of the 34 schools in the county, seven schools 

were to be studied for closure, and two of those seven schools were located in Dusk 

Valley (Document, 04-09-22).  

Initially, both Sandy Ridge Elementary and Rocky Shore Middle School were 

targeted for closure and were slated to be consolidated into Beacon High School, such 

that one school building would contain Kindergarten to Grade 12. According to the 

English Public School Board, before the school closure and consolidation Sandy Ridge 

Elementary, Rocky Shore Middle School, and Beacon High School were operating at half 

capacity (see Appendix A). One school board member stated, “A decline in enrolment 

has a direct impact on the board’s ability to maintain its schools, as the Ministry of 

Education does not provide funding to operate empty classroom spaces” (Document, 04-
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02-04). Consolidating the three schools would have resulted in the high school building 

reaching 80 percent capacity and consequently qualifying for 100 percent funding.  

In response to the school consolidation and renewal, the bottom line of the school 

councils for Sandy Ridge Elementary, Rocky Shore Middle School, and Beacon High 

School was, “Our children must be able to complete their education – Kindergarten to 

Grade Twelve – in [Dusk Valley]. We do not want our children bussed to another 

community” (Document, 04-05-26). The school councils, residents, municipal 

governments, and local businesses of the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area acknowledged 

that closing the former Rocky Shore Middle School was a reasonable decision due to the 

deteriorating condition of the building and the declining student enrolment, but strongly 

opposed the closing of Sandy Ridge Elementary. Community members asked the school 

board to not only look at the operation costs but to also look at the non-financial impact 

of the proposed school consolidation plan for the Dusk Valley area.  

People in the community started a letter writing campaign to keep Sandy Ridge 

Elementary School open and wrote letters to the minister of education, the local 

politicians, and the school board. The weekly local newspaper, which was 10 to 12 pages 

in length, included approximately two pages of letters on the issue of the local school 

closure and consolidation each week from February 2005 to April 2005. Members of the 

community also formed a grass roots ad hoc committee to fight the closure of Sandy 

Ridge Elementary. From November 2003, when the local newspaper reported the 

possibility of local school closures and consolidation, to December 2005, when the local 

newspaper reported that Sandy Ridge Elementary School would remain open, articles and 

editorials on school closure and consolidation appeared in the local paper, especially on 
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the front page. One front page headline read, “Town Ready to Fight School Vote” 

(Document, 05-03-30).  

On April 6, 2005 the newspaper reported that the school board had voted to close 

both Sandy Ridge Elementary and Rocky Shore Middle School. Despite this vote, the 

community continued to work behind the scenes to keep Sandy Ridge Elementary open. 

The Ontario Ministry of Education (2005a) published the document, Good places to 

learn: Renewing Ontario’s schools which included new guidelines for school boards to 

follow with regards to school closures. Before closing a particular school, under these 

new guidelines the school board is required to consider the value of the school to the 

student, the community, the school system, and the local economy. Since this document 

had not been published when the school board conducted its initial review of operations 

of all its schools, in June 2005 an independent facilitator visited the schools in the county 

which the school board had voted to close.  

After considering the value of the school to the student, the community, the 

school system, and the local economy, the independent facilitator recommended in a 

report published in August 2005 that the school board close Rocky Shore Middle School 

and reconsider its decision to close Sandy Ridge Elementary at least for five years. In 

December 2005, the school board decided to follow the independent facilitator’s 

recommendation to keep Sandy Ridge Elementary open as a Kindergarten to Grade 6 

Public School, at least until 2010 when closing Sandy Ridge may be a possibility. People 

in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area worked together to save Sandy Ridge Elementary 

School. In response to the efforts of the surrounding communities, one community 

member wrote: 
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Let us keep the energy going to continually make even greater use of our schools 
and attract newcomers to [Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area] so that [Sandy Ridge 
Elementary] and [Beacon High] remain vibrant centre pieces of our communities 
and can continue to deliver excellent education to our children. (Public 
Document, 06-01-11) 
 
The four schools located in Dusk Valley during the 2006-2007 school year 

included: Sandy Ridge Elementary School, which is a Kindergarten to Grade 6 Public 

School; St. Joseph Elementary School (a pseudonym), which is a Kindergarten to Grade 

8 Catholic School; Rocky Shore Middle School, which is a Grade 7 and 8 Public School; 

and Beacon High School, which is a Grade 9 to 12 Public School. Rocky Shore Middle 

School is located in the northeast wing of Beacon High School (see Figures 10 to 12 

dated by year-month-day). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 10. The Main Entrance of Beacon High School. The main entrance of Beacon 
High School is located in front of the river which runs through the town of Dusk Valley. 
(06-12-04) 
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Figure 11. The Beacon High School Football Field and Track. This photograph shows 
the football field and track located behind Beacon High School. (06-12-14) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. The Main Entrance to Rocky Shore Middle School. This photograph shows 
the entrance to Rocky Shore Middle School which is located in the northeast wing of 
Beacon High School. (07-01-13) 
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For the 2006-2007 school year Rocky Shore Middle School had its own 

administration, teachers, and classrooms. Rocky Shore students have their own school 

entrance, which Beacon High students are not allowed to use. Rocky Shore Middle 

School shares the gyms, cafeteria, and auditorium with Beacon High and the high school 

library had been “chopped” (Interview, 07-01-18) so that the Rocky Shore Middle School 

has its own section. Rocky Shore Middle School followed a balanced school day and 

consequently Rocky Shore Middle School nutritional breaks did not conflict with the 

Beacon High lunch hour.  

Since the amalgamation of Public School Boards in the area in the 1960s children 

from Pearl Bay have attended public school in Dusk Valley. Prior to the establishment of 

public schools in Dusk Valley in the late 1940s, children from Dusk Valley attended 

public school in Pearl Bay. High school students from the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay 

area attended high school in a community located 52 km away from Dusk Valley until 

Beacon High School was built in Dusk Valley in the 1950s. In its peak years, Beacon 

High had a student population of 1,000 and placed highly in academic examinations.  

An agreement to amalgamate the Catholic School Boards in the area could not be 

reached in the 1960s and in 2006-2007 children in Pearl Bay continued to attend 

Kindergarten to Grade 6 at St. Louis the King Catholic School (a pseudonym) in Pearl 

Bay rather than St. Joseph Catholic School in Dusk Valley. Once village youth reach 

Grade 7 they are bussed to Dusk Valley to attend either St. Joseph or Rocky Shore, and 

then Beacon High. Some village families send their children to Sandy Ridge Elementary 

in Dusk Valley, and then Rocky Shore Middle School, followed by Beacon High School. 

With regards to post-secondary education, attendance at a university most often requires 
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out-migration of youth living in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area, as the closest 

university is located more than 150 km away from Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay. 

Attendance at the nearest college, which is located 52 km away from Dusk Valley and 40 

km away from Pearl Bay, most often requires access to a vehicle.  

 

Participant Recruitment and Participation  

My knowledge of the research setting and its residents based on my experiences 

of living and attending school in the proposed research setting for 18 years facilitated my 

recruitment of one adolescent participant. My decision to recruit Dylan came about after 

many hours of reflection on adolescents who had lived in the Dusk Valley or Pearl Bay 

area for at least 10 years, who would be willing to allow me to observe their behaviours 

and interactions in school, home, and community settings, who would be interested in 

discussing at length their educational experiences, and whose parents would consent to 

their participation in my research. I decided to recruit Dylan because she was someone 

whom I thought met the above criteria and whom I thought was articulate. I knew of 

Dylan and her family but I did not know them. I did not have close ties with this family. 

For instance, I knew that Dylan was outgoing and talkative, but I did not know what 

grade or subjects she was in at school, what clubs or groups she belonged to at school and 

in the community, where she lived in Pearl Bay, or what her parents did for a living.  

I made initial contact with Dylan’s mother at a community gathering in Dusk 

Valley. I purposely chose to contact Dylan’s mother first because ultimately Dylan’s 

participation depended on her parents’ permission. The purpose of this face-to-face 

encounter was to convey my interest in working with this family and to see if they had 

any interest in participating. I briefly introduced myself, outlined my research study, and 
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asked if she thought Dylan would be interested in participating. Dylan’s mother 

expressed interest in participating in my research study and she said she would mention 

my research study to Dylan. This encounter lasted less than 10 minutes and occurred in 

September 2006 before I received ethical approval from the university. I told her that I 

would telephone her once I received ethical approval, which would probably be in 

November.  

Since I wanted to observe Dylan at school and I wanted to interview educators at 

Beacon High School, I needed permission from the school board. For this school board, 

in accordance with Administrative 290, principals have the authority to provide consent 

for research studies taking place within their high schools. In September 2006, I 

telephoned the office manager at the high school to arrange a brief meeting with the 

principal. I specifically asked to speak with the office manager because she knew me 

from my previous experiences of living and attending school in Dusk Valley. I briefly 

described my research study to her and she scheduled a meeting for me with the 

principal.  

During my initial meeting with the high school principal, I briefly described the 

purpose and benefits of my study and the expected timeline. This meeting lasted less than 

10 minutes. The principal was interested in learning more about my study and suggested 

that we meet again once my study received ethical approval from the university. She also 

instructed me to obtain a police check, a requirement for researchers to have access to 

schools in this school board. I informed her that I would most likely receive my ethical 

approval in late November.  



 

 

42 

I received ethical approval from the university for my research on November 14, 

2006. After I received ethical approval, I contacted Dylan. My initial contact with Dylan 

was a brief telephone conversation in November. When I called to inquire about the 

possibility of her participation in my study, Dylan already knew that I was interested in 

talking to her about attending school in a small community, as her mother had discussed 

my research study with her. I briefly described the purpose of my study and the data 

collection techniques I would be using. Dylan expressed interest in participating in my 

study.  

I arrived in Dusk Valley on November 26, 2006 late at night. The following 

evening I telephoned Dylan and arranged an interview with her for the end of my first 

week in Dusk Valley. I also explained the research ethics forms that Dylan and her 

parents needed to read and sign. Dylan’s mother told me that she was allowing Dylan to 

participate in my study because of my character and what she knew about me and also 

my parents, not because a university ethics review board had approved of my study. 

Other participants also mentioned my character, such that it is possible that being known 

by the people in this area was a contributing factor for their participation in my study. 

Since some of the participants knew me or knew of me, I made every effort to 

ensure that participants understood that their participation in my study was voluntary and 

I asked throughout the study if participants, who had provided consent or voluntary 

assent, agreed to continue their participation in the study (Snyder, 2002). All participants 

were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequences to themselves and their right to request the removal of all or part of their 

data without consequences to themselves. As well, I told participants that research 
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collected during this study may be used for future Ph.D. research, academic journal 

articles, conference papers, books, and curriculum materials for schools.  

Prior to my first face-to-face interaction with Dylan, I gave her and her parents a 

Letter of Information (see Appendix B) and a written Consent Form (see Appendix C) to 

read and sign. I obtained voluntary assent from Dylan, and written permission for her 

participation from her mother, as Dylan could not legally provide consent because she 

was younger than 18 years of age. Dylan’s mother and father were also given a Letter of 

Information (see Appendix D) to read and a Consent Form (see Appendix E) to sign. 

In early December, the principal and I met again in her school office. I provided 

her with a copy of a Letter of Information (see Appendix F), a Consent Form (see 

Appendix G), my ethical approval letter from the Queen’s University General Research 

Ethics Board, and my police check, a requirement for all researchers conducting research 

within the school board. The principal provided verbal and written consent for me to 

conduct research at Beacon High School. The principal invited me to give a five minute 

presentation on my study at the staff meeting later in the week. At this meeting, which 

took place after school in the art room of Beacon High, I distributed a copy of my Letter 

of Information to every educator in attendance. Approximately 20 educators attended this 

staff meeting. In my presentation (see Appendix H), I highlighted that the purpose of the 

study was to describe and explore rural meanings of schooling and education, 

participation in the study was voluntary and at the convenience of the participant, names 

of participants, schools, and places would not be included in any of the data, and any 

details about the setting that would make it identifiable by non-residents would not be 

included in published reports. I emphasized that any amount of time they had available to 
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talk to me about their experiences of teaching in Dusk Valley would be greatly 

appreciated. My local telephone number and my email address were listed in the letter of 

information.  

In accordance with the principal’s suggestion that I send individually addressed 

letters of information about my study to the network educators I would like to interview, I 

chose five network educators based on their involvement with Dylan and the high school 

and placed letters of information in their school mailboxes in early December. Over the 

next 12 weeks, five network educators expressed interest in participating in my study. For 

confidentiality reasons and for clarity of writing, male and female educators will be 

referred to as she throughout this thesis. Two of the five network educators I interviewed 

were network educators that I had specifically recruited. Three of the five network 

educators emailed me to arrange an interview and the other two network educators 

approached me when I was in the high school collecting data. The five network educator 

participants were given Letters of Information and they signed Consent Forms (see 

Appendices F and G) for their participation.  

Throughout the three months and two re-visits of my microethnography, I 

maintained a regular presence in Dylan’s life. I visited and talked to Dylan at least once a 

week for the 12 weeks I was in the field except during her two week winter holiday. I 

interacted face-to-face with Dylan on over 20 occasions at community events, at Beacon 

High, and at her home with each interaction lasting at least half an hour and most of the 

interactions lasting longer than one hour. More specifically, I conducted three semi-

structured interviews with Dylan. These interviews took place at the kitchen table in her 

home in Pearl Bay and in the Beacon High cafeteria. I observed Dylan’s interactions at 



 

 

45 

school, at home, and at community events. In particular, I spent two weeks observing 

Dylan in two of her courses at Beacon High. I also read Dylan’s school journal. Dylan 

and I had numerous informal face-to-face conversations and we looked at photographs 

which we had each taken of local places. This regular contact helped to create a natural 

and relaxed communication between Dylan and me. To develop open relationships with 

adolescent participants in rural places, Leyshon (2002) emphasized the importance of 

maintaining regular contact with them. In addition, not all of our interactions centred on 

my research questions and I believe that our conversations about current news events, 

entertainment (in particular, our favourite television show), and day-to-day happenings in 

our lives, conversations that did not centre on my research questions, helped us develop a 

trusting relationship in which Dylan felt at ease talking to me.  

I had less interaction with Dylan’s parents and educators. I observed Dylan’s 

interactions with her parents at home and at community events and I had many informal 

conversations with both Dylan’s mother and father separately and together. These 

interactions lasted at least 20 minutes and some of the interactions lasted longer than one 

hour. With regards to the participation of the network educators, I interviewed each 

network educator individually once. These interviews lasted at least an hour and some 

interviews lastly nearly two hours. Each network educator chose the time, day, and 

location of her interview. Interview locations included network educators’ classrooms, 

offices, and homes. Interviews took place after school, during preparation periods, and on 

weekends.  
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Confidentiality 

Prior to their participation in my study, I explained that within the context of a 

small, rural community maintaining the privacy of participants (internal confidentiality) 

would be difficult, but that maintaining their confidentiality was very important to me 

and a priority for me in my research. I assured participants that their names and the 

names of schools and places would not be included in any of the data. With regards to 

internal confidentiality, I took the time to learn from participants the pieces of 

information which could be damaging if read by other participants or members of the 

studied community (Tolich, 2004). For instance since some departments at Beacon High 

have one educator instructing all of the courses in a particular subject, to protect 

confidentiality I used the term sciences to refer to mathematics, business, computing and 

technology, geography, health and physical education, biology, chemistry, and physics 

courses and the term arts to refer to music, dramatic arts, visual arts, photography, media 

arts, history, English, French, social sciences and humanities, cooperative education, and 

guidance and career education courses. Also, having participants read their transcribed 

interviews provided them with the opportunity to remove information and quotations that 

they thought would identify them or cause harm to themselves or others in the studied 

community (Phtiaka, 1994; Synder, 2002). 

For Ellis (1995), a failure to “distinguish between what should and should not be 

told in my book from the point of view of the Fishneckers” (p. 72) contributed to her 

negative experience of returning to the small fishing community in which she conducted 

research. Participants of Ellis’s study were very upset with her because they felt that 
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other members of the community could identify their statements and stories in her 

published book. Ellis reflected: 

I would talk more with community members about what I was doing. Even 
though it might mean leaving out some of the ‘juicy’ material, or at least writing it 
in a way that was less offensive to my subjects, I would, when appropriate, ask 
them to read what I had written and challenge my interpretations, and consider 
negotiating with them the ultimate decision about whether to include sensitive 
information. (p. 88) 
 

Despite my efforts, I encountered issues of internal confidentiality (Phtiaka, 1994). One 

participant expressed concern that anyone in the community who read her transcript 

would immediately be able to identify her. I assured this participant that no one other 

than myself would read her transcript and I suggested that before I used direct quotations 

from her transcript, I would ask for her permission and I would provide her with the 

writing context in which the quotations would be used. This participant found my 

suggestion to be a satisfactory solution to her internal confidentiality concerns. I decided 

to use this procedure for transcript quotations with all of the network educators who 

participated in my study. 

In terms of external confidentiality, I removed from the research findings details 

about the setting that would render it easily identifiable by non-residents and I used 

pseudonyms for participants and places in fieldnotes, drafts of data analysis, and the 

written thesis. Consent forms and collected data were stored in a locked filing cabinet and 

transcribed data stored on my computer were protected by a password. Identifying 

characteristics, such as school names or obvious community landmarks, were removed or 

disguised in photographs taken by myself and Dylan to protect the privacy of 

participants.  
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Data Collection 

During my interactions with Dylan my role as the researcher involved “the 

interweaving of looking and listening, of watching and asking” (Lofland & Lofland, 

1995, p. 19). However, Dylan and the network participants rarely referred to me as the 

researcher but rather I was known as Melissa, a former local who was attending 

university in the city. For this reason, throughout the interview transcripts I am 

represented as “M” for Melissa rather than “R” for Researcher.  

In-depth interviewing. I entered the field with the hope of establishing open and 

honest relationships with Dylan and the network participants (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

For me the term in-depth interviewing was understood as repeated, extended interviews 

lasting more than one hour with the same individual (Seidman, 1998). Other researchers 

(Burnell, 2003; McClelland, 1997) have used the interview technique to study rural 

educational experiences of adolescents and their parents. McClelland (1997) interviewed 

five middle-class families in three Midwestern and southern rural communities in the 

United States two to three times to study the ways that being known by the school 

principal and teachers shape the school involvement of parents. Burnell (2003) used 

interviews to explore at greater length educational expectations of 26 rural high school 

students in central and northern New York. My study improved on previous studies by 

focusing in-depth on the particular rural educational experiences of one adolescent. I 

conducted three semi-structured in-depth interviews with Dylan and one semi-structured 

interview with each of the five network educators.  

My role when I interviewed participants was conversational partner (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2005) and I aimed to create an environment in which participants felt at ease with 
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me. Before every interview began, I attempted to establish a rapport with the participant 

by engaging her in casual conversation. I wanted the participant to view herself as a 

conversational partner (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) rather than an interview subject. I am in 

agreement with Fontana and Frey’s (2005) statement that “to learn about people, we must 

treat them as people, and they will work with us to help us create accounts of their lives” 

(p. 722). I tried to provide the participant with the time to finish what she was saying and 

to proceed at her own rate of thinking and speaking in answering questions. As I gained 

experience in interviewing my ability to listen, to ask follow-up questions, and to balance 

between interjecting too soon and waiting too long during silences improved (Seidman, 

1998). Likewise, Seidman’s (1998) suggestion to write down key words during the 

interview for which to pursue as follow-up questions helped me to refrain from injecting 

while participants were responding.  

At the beginning of each interview, I introduced the topic and purpose of my 

research and explained the concepts of informed consent, confidentiality, and interview 

transcription (Kvale, 1996; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). At the beginning of the first interview, 

the participant read a copy of the Letter of Information and signed the Consent Form. I 

told participants that they did not have to respond to questions that they did not want to 

answer, that they could skip a question and answer it later in the interview if they thought 

of an answer as the interview progressed, and that I may take a few notes during the 

interview. I asked participants for permission to tape record their interviews and I assured 

them that no one would have access to the tape recording except for me. I told the 

participants that I would provide them with a copy of the transcribed interview for them 
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to review and would remove any details or sections from their transcript that they wanted 

removed.  

Before the semi-structured interviews, I prepared interview questions (see 

Appendices I and J). However, I did not ask all of my prepared questions during the 

interview and I asked follow-up questions which were not prepared prior to the interview. 

At the beginning of each interview, I always started with casual conversation and I 

purposely avoided asking questions that required the participant to state her opinion or to 

discuss a controversial issue. For instance, the first question I asked Dylan required her to 

list the courses she was taking at Beacon High and to outline her daily routines at home 

and at school. The first interview question I asked the network educators was to list the 

courses they had taught and the number of years they had taught at Beacon High. 

Throughout the interviews I assessed the participants’ reactions and responses and I 

asked sensitive questions only near the end of the interview once I had developed a 

rapport with the participants. I attempted to construct an interview situation that 

resembled a natural conversation in which people discussed important issues in their lives 

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). I encouraged participants to attend to interruptions which 

occurred during the interviews, such as telephone calls or visitors, because I wanted to 

create a casual environment. Subsequently, the tape recorder was turned on and off 

numerous times during the interviews. Throughout the interviews I used probes to 

encourage the participants to provide detailed responses and to clarify the meaning of 

words and expressions I did not understand (Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Taylor & Bogdan, 

1998). 
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 Immediately following or a few hours after the interview, I wrote detailed 

fieldnotes on the interview which included descriptive notes on the places, dates, amount 

of time spent in the field, and processes observed, as well as my interviewer comments 

(Emerson et al., 1995; Spradley, 1980). I reflected on my role, rapport, and biases, 

outlined topics covered in the interview, and recorded conversations with participants 

outside the interview situation (Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Seidman, 1998; Taylor & Bogdan, 

1998). I also made notes on emerging themes, interpretations, and participants’ reactions 

and nonverbal expressions essential to understanding the meanings of the participants’ 

words (Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Seidman, 1998; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998).  

Transcribing interview conversations provided me with another opportunity to 

focus my attention on what the participant had said during the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). I listened to all of the audiotaped interviews in full. My transcription of the 

interviews was not word for word. Mishler (1991) stated that “there are an endless 

number of decisions that must be made about re-presentation of speech as text, that is, as 

a transcript, which, although apparently mundane, have serious implications for how we 

might understand the discourse” (p. 261). Likewise, Green, Franquiz, and Dixon (1997) 

emphasized that “what is re-presented is data constructed by a researcher for a particular 

purpose, not just talk written down” (p. 172). Since transcription involves “more than 

lifting words from tape to text” (Tilley, 2003, p. 757), providing a detailed description of 

the process of transcription used by the researcher is very important to one’s 

understanding of the data (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999; Roberts, 1997; Tilley, 2003).  

In the transcripts I left out details from the interviews that I would not have 

written notes on if I was not using a tape recorder. I removed from transcripts words and 
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utterances that appeared to have no purpose in the participants’ responses (Tilley, 2003). 

For instance, I deleted from the transcripts certain characteristics of oral speech that the 

participant would not use in writing, such as excessive use of “uhms”, “likes”, “you 

knows”, and grammar mistakes (Kvale, 1996; Seidman, 1998). I removed from the 

transcripts certain words, expressions, and details of the participants’ responses which I 

thought would make them feel self-conscious or uncomfortable when they read their 

transcript, such as participants’ overly critical self-assessments (see Appendix K for a 

transcribed section of the third interview I conducted with Dylan). 

Participant observation. While I conducted formal interviews with Dylan and five 

network educators, I also collected a lot of data from less structured situations and 

informal conversations with Dylan and her parents while I was observing her interactions 

at home and in the community (Van Maanen, 1988). In my study I used participant 

observation to gain an understanding of rural educational experiences of Dylan at school, 

at home, and at community events. Since the term participant observation can refer to all 

the activities in which fieldworkers engage, Wolcott (1999) suggested that researchers 

describe “with far more detail than is prompted by the phrase itself, precisely what they 

intend to do, giving specific examples of the kind of data they believe they will need and 

the procedures by which they intend to obtain them” (p. 45).  

As a guide for my descriptive observations, I used Spradley’s (1980) nine 

dimensions for which a social scene can be described. These dimensions included: space, 

actor, activity, object, act, event, time, goals, and feeling. At different times throughout 

my observational periods, I focused on describing a few of these dimensions so that I did 

not become overwhelmed with the complexity and depth of the social scene. As I became 



 

 

53 

familiar with the setting, the length of my observational time increased from one hour to 

a maximum of four hours (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

Through the use of participant observation I was able to directly observe the 

dynamic interactions of Dylan in her natural settings and hopefully developed an 

understanding of “what people say and do in their everyday lives” (Taylor & Bogdan, 

1998, p. 88). I observed Dylan’s interactions in two of her arts courses at Beacon High 

for two weeks in February 2007. These participant observation sessions lasted 

approximately 90 minutes. My use of participant observation supported Burnell’s (2003) 

recommendation that future studies on the educational experiences of rural high school 

students include participant observation. Since Burnell’s study did not use participant 

observation, Burnell’s collected data represented what the participants were willing to 

reveal within a limited and specific context. In both of the arts courses Dylan’s teacher 

introduced me to the students as a former student of Beacon High and a university 

student who was interested in learning about rural education experiences of high school 

students. Although I spent most of my observation time sitting at the teacher’s desk at the 

back of the classroom taking fieldnotes, I was not a passive observer as the teacher asked 

me to participate in some class activities with students. Immediately following the 

observational periods, I elaborated on the data in the raw fieldnotes that I took while in 

the classroom and I added commentary (Emerson et al., 1995; Rossman & Rallis, 1998). 

I did not take fieldnotes while I was observing Dylan at community events and at 

home but rather immediately following the observation period or a few hours after the 

observation period, I would write detailed fieldnotes which included descriptive notes on 

the places, dates, amount of time spent in the field, and processes observed, as well as my 
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observer comments (Emerson et al., 1995; Spradley, 1980). My observer comments 

included my personal reactions to events, analytic insights, and questions about meaning 

(Emerson et al., 1995). According to Emerson et al. (1995) “fieldnotes should balance 

sensitivity to people’s experiences of events with self-conscious awareness of the 

observer’s own perceptions and reactions to these others” (p. 59). It is important to 

recognize that “what the ethnographer finds out is inherently connected with how she 

finds it out” (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 11). In my research, I acknowledged that “what 

happened is one account, made by a particular person to a specific other at a particular 

time and place for particular purposes” (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 12). 

I regularly reviewed my fieldnotes and pursued specific leads in the next 

participant observation or interview session (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 

1995). I used different colours of ink to distinguish the fieldnotes written immediately 

following observation periods and comments I added to the fieldnotes when I regularly 

reviewed my fieldnotes. While I was in the field, I continued to explore related literature 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Official and personal documents. I used both official and personal documents to 

collect data for my microethnography. In their ethnographic studies of rural communities, 

Brandau and Collins (1994), DeYoung (1995), Porter (1996), and Smithmier (1994) 

analyzed the local newspaper, a document I also included in my analysis. I analyzed 

articles and editorials from the local newspaper on education issues, such as rural school 

funding and school closure and consolidation from January 2000 to June 2000 and from 

January 2004 to March 2007. Each weekly edition of the local newspaper contained 10 to 

12 pages. Official documents from Beacon High which I included in my analysis were 
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newsletters; informal school statistics recorded by the guidance department; course 

calendars for 2005-2006, 2006-2007, and 2007-2008; meeting minutes from school 

council meetings from September 2003 to January 2007, and the School Board Director’s 

Annual Report 2006 (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). I also used books written by local 

residents on the history of Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay and press releases and documents 

written by the Ontario Government on rural education.  

A personal document which I included in my analysis was Dylan’s school journal 

for one of her arts courses (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). After Dylan and I had developed a 

trusting relationship, she offered me access to her school journal (Taylor & Bogdan, 

1998). Dylan gave me permission to photocopy her responses and to reference them in 

my research. She thought that her school journal would be a useful resource for me 

because the responses were an accurate representation of her opinions and insights on 

many issues and because she had received a good mark (a level 4, the highest level) for 

the school journal. Triangulating the data collected in official documents and Dylan’s 

school journal with data collected from observations, interviews, and informal 

conversations enabled me to gain a deeper understanding of the rural educational 

experiences of Dylan and the network participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Researcher and participant photographs. Another source of data that I used for 

my study was photographs that I took of local places in and around Dusk Valley and 

Pearl Bay. Dylan also contributed a few photographs of local places within Pearl Bay. 

The photographs provided, from our socially constructed perspectives, images that 

represented visually the context in which my microethnography took place. Since 

photography is dependent on decisions made by the photographer, “the photograph is 
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ultimately an extension of the photographer” (Adelman, 1998, p. 148). Winston (1998) 

acknowledged that photographs are covered with the photographer’s fingerprints. Each 

photograph I took illustrated a finding which I had previously decided was meaningful 

(Banks, 1998). However, it is probable that for many of the local scenes which I 

photographed and analyzed “as part of daily life, people would likely pay no more 

attention to them than that of an observation glance” (Ball, 1998, p. 142).  

Similar to Leyshon (2002) who used photographs as visual prompts for discussion 

with young people in rural areas, I asked Dylan to review my photographs to gain insight 

on how she saw her world (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). In particular, discussing the content 

of these images with Dylan was helpful to my understanding of the meaning of local 

places to Dylan. After looking at all of my photographs of local places, Dylan suggested 

that I take photographs of the meat and variety store, the fire department, and the beach in 

Pearl Bay. These places were meaningful to Dylan’s representation of Pearl Bay but were 

absent from my collection prior to her suggestions. Although photographs may appear to 

be self-evident, Ball (1998) emphasized, “As a form of data, photographs are not capable 

of talking for themselves, the information has to be teased out of them, interpreted and 

decoded, the visual availability of the phenomena has to be unpacked” (p. 137). To make 

sense of the photographs, I recorded the date, time, location, the reasoning for taking the 

photograph, and the context or situation which was hoped to be conveyed visually by the 

photograph (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Likewise, I asked Dylan to record the date, time, 

location, and the meaning of her photographs of local places in Pearl Bay. The purpose of 

including photographs in my research in addition to gaining a deeper understanding of 
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rural meanings of schooling and place was to provide readers with a visual representation 

of the context in which my research took place. 

 

Data Analysis Strategies 

Data analysis of the transcribed interviews and fieldnotes was ongoing throughout 

the study (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). I asked participants to read transcribed interviews for 

credibility (see Appendix L). To obtain a comprehensive data analysis, the data collected 

from the transcribed interviews and fieldnotes were analyzed using a qualitative method 

of code-category-theme process (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). In the search for emerging 

themes and patterns, the data were read and re-read and were sorted into categories based 

on similar properties (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Categories were coded for major themes, 

ideas, concepts, and interpretations, and as coding occurred categories were added, 

collapsed, extended, and redefined (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Major themes and patterns 

emerged as coded categories through the comparison analysis of the data as a whole 

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1998).  

 

Credibility 

Within the rural education research community, great debate exists with regards 

to the quality and credibility of rural education research. Rural researchers Arnold et al. 

(2005) have expressed that the belief held by many self-identified rural education 

researchers “that there is a quality inherent in rural communities and schools that should 

be preserved” (p. 1) is problematic because it has led to misinterpreted findings. In 

response to Arnold et al.’s statement, self-identified rural education researchers Howley 

et al. (2005) replied that “attributing a vague ‘belief’ to many researchers far too easily 
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dismisses not only the motive but, more importantly the substance of the best rural 

education research” (p. 2). In fact, Howley et al. believe that living in rural places helps 

one’s understanding of rural. Howley et al. stated: 

An ignorant mainstream, in fact, routinely presumes that rural schools (and 
cultures) are deficient, almost necessarily so. The rural outlook on living well is 
so different from the mainstream (suburban) norm that it is vilified and 
romanticized, and rarely understood or authentically appreciated by outsiders. (p. 
5) 
 
I chose to conduct my microethnography in Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay because I 

am familiar with the location and the high school. I lived, attended school, and worked in 

the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area. Some of my relatives and friends continue to reside 

in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area. Wolcott (1999) stated: 

If there is a place, a setting, of genuine interest to you, I hope you can find a way 

to get there under circumstances that allow you to identify your focus in the 

course of your fieldwork. That seems preferable to conducting a study in a setting 

that holds no interest but has lots of convenient problems to address. (p. 33) 

Over the past few years, I have not lived in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area but I have 

made frequent visits. I have a personal vested interest in the well-being of this place and 

these people and in understanding the rural educational experiences of these people.  

The credibility of my study was enhanced through using multiple data collection 

techniques (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998), using a tape recorder during interviews, and 

phrasing interview questions in participants’ language and not abstract social science 

terms (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Moreover, in their discussion on judging the quality of 

qualitative work, Gordon and Patterson (2005) suggested that one should consider 

whether or not space was given “for the participants’ voices to be heard so they don’t get 
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lost in the story the researcher is trying to tell” (p. 17), whether or not the researcher 

learned from the researched, and whether or not the research improved the experiences 

and lives of people. In an effort to ensure that participants’ voices were heard and their 

meanings captured, I asked the participants to read transcribed interviews for credibility 

(Gordon & Patterson, 2005; McClelland, 1997; Snyder, 2002). 

To enhance the credibility of my study, in my fieldnotes I reflected on my 

autobiographical experiences in the field, my past rural educational experiences, the 

credibility of the data I collected, my research ideas, my reactions and feelings, and my 

biases (Atkinson, Coffey, & Delamont, 2003; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Emerson et al., 

1995). I kept detailed records of the length of the interviews and observation periods, the 

locations at which the interviews and observations took place, the processes of recording 

and transcribing the interview and observation data, the types of questions asked during 

conversational interviews and observation sessions, and the data I chose not to report 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Seidman, 1998). Furthermore, I provided thorough descriptions 

of my roles in the field, my participant selection, the environmental and social contexts, 

and the data collection and analysis strategies I used to enable future studies to build on 

my study (Burnell, 2003). 
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CHAPTER 4 

Findings and Interpretations 

 

In this chapter I will explore and describe my findings and interpretations on: (a) 

the ways in which the school environment and the interactions between Dylan and 

network educators shaped the meanings she ascribed to schooling; (b) meanings of school 

curriculum; (c) meanings of academic achievement; and (d) the role of Dylan’s parents in 

her education at home and at school and the ways in which interactions between Dylan 

and her parents shaped the meanings she ascribed to schooling. 

 

Learning Environments and Interactions with Educators at Beacon High 

A place where everyone knows your name. Of the 392 students who attended 

Beacon High School during the 2006-2007 school year, I chose to explore and describe 

the meanings of schooling and education from the perspective of one senior level student 

named Dylan. For Dylan, a typical school day began with a half hour bus ride to Beacon 

High School, which was located in Dusk Valley, less than 15 km away from her home in 

Pearl Bay, and ended with a half hour bus ride home. During our first interview (06-12-

01), I asked Dylan to describe Beacon High.  

M:  How would you describe the school? 
 
Dylan: They all say that it is like a family. I would say it is probably definitely like a 

family. You’ve got your relatives that you don’t want to ever see again [laughing] 
and you’ve got the ones that you are really close with. Pretty much everyone 
knows everyone again. Really it’s kind of comforting almost because if there is a 
problem you can go right to the office and you know them. 

 
This understanding that everyone knew everyone at Beacon High permeated my 

findings on rural meanings of schooling and education. According to one educator, “You 
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know everybody in the school. Teachers know by the middle of Grade 9, at least by the 

end of Grade 9, every student in the school by name” (Interview, 07-01-31). This 

statement may appear to be exaggerated, but Dylan, her parents, and other educators all 

expressed the perception that everyone knew everyone at Beacon High School. In fact, 

most of the 30 educators at Beacon High will teach every student or almost every student 

at least once during the student’s time in high school. 

 The in-person presence of educators. Dylan seemed to thrive on in-person 

interaction with her educators. When I spent time with her in her classes, I noticed that 

she frequently contributed to class discussions. She voluntarily shared her opinions and 

responded to her teacher’s oral questions without probing. She often asked her teacher 

questions in front of the entire class and in one-on-one situations. I noticed throughout 

my observations and Dylan mentioned that her teachers were her first resource for help 

when she did not understand course material.  

She stressed that she would not want to take a correspondence course, which is 

one possibility that rural policymakers and educators are considering to increase course 

availability in recent times of declining student enrolment. She did not think she would 

be able to complete a correspondence course in a reasonable amount of time because 

without a teacher, Dylan stated, “I don’t think I have enough discipline to do that” 

(Interview, 07-02-12). Similarly, recent attempts to initiate an online course at Beacon 

High were unsuccessful. One educator explained, “We had a computer course that we 

tried to do online and everybody dropped it. It was too hard without somebody there to 

show them how to get all of the information. It just didn’t work” (Interview, 07-01-31).  
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Influence of educators on course selection. Dylan considered her teachers to be 

very important to her learning. On many occasions Dylan enthusiastically described 

activities she was engaged in for one of her sciences courses, a course which would not 

have been appealing to her without the specific teacher. Dylan insisted, “I think it’s [her] 

as a teacher” (Interview, 07-01-11) who influenced her enjoyment of the course. She told 

me that she most likely would not take another course in this subject with another 

teacher. Dylan avoided taking certain courses and subjects because of the teacher. For 

some departments at Beacon High, one teacher instructed all of the courses in a particular 

subject. Dylan expressed some interest in taking a particular course, but most likely will 

not take this course because the teacher for this course used a teaching style which Dylan 

had difficulty adapting to in the past. She affirmed, “If I end up having another course 

with [name of teacher], I would drop it and switch to another course because I could not 

stand to be in [her] class again” (Interview, 07-01-11).  

Long-term caring relationships. Furthermore, the small teaching staff and student 

body at Beacon High have enabled Dylan and her peers to take multiple courses with the 

same teachers. During the 2006-2007 school year, Dylan chose to take three different 

courses with the same educator, an educator she liked and respected. When I spent time 

with Dylan at school in her classes with this particular educator, I noticed that this 

educator was aware of the different activities that students were involved in at the high 

school and in the community. She was willing and able to accommodate students in the 

class who would be absent the following day due to a sporting event by rescheduling a 

hands-on learning activity which she knew her students would enjoy. This educator 

reflected: 
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The advantage in a small community from a teacher’s perspective, I guess you get 
a bigger picture. I think sometimes that’s a good thing because teachers are so 
busy, it’s important to keep the whole picture in mind. If something’s going on in 
town or if you know certain people are in difficulty in a small town you might be 
more aware of it and you might be able to accommodate that better in your 
classroom. (Interview, 07-01-18) 
 
I also observed that during the breaks between classes, before school and after 

school, this educator talked to Dylan and the other students about the everyday things that 

were taking place in their lives. Dylan talked to this educator about issues which were 

troubling her. For instance, this educator knew that Dylan usually spent her spare doing 

homework in the cafeteria and that Dylan found it difficult to concentrate in the cafeteria 

when the Grade 7 and 8 students were having their nutrition break. This educator also 

knew that since the school consolidation, a lack of available space prevented high school 

students from spending time in the library during their spare periods. On the days when 

the Grade 7 and 8 nutrition break corresponded with Dylan’s spare, this educator allowed 

Dylan and her friends to work quietly in her classroom while she prepared for her 

teaching. This educator also made her classroom available to students at lunch, and Dylan 

and some of her friends ate lunch there. 

Having the same teachers more than once in high school enabled Dylan to 

become familiar with their classroom routines, their behaviour and academic 

expectations, and their teaching styles. One educator explained, “Because I’ve taught 

most of kids in the school, they know my expectations so when they come to my class, 

straight away they’re usually calm” (Interview, 07-02-10). Moreover, Dylan has had time 

to build trusting relationships with her teachers because interactions have been frequent 

and have developed over the course of her years at Beacon High. Perhaps, the familiarity 
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created a comfortable and secure atmosphere in which Dylan was willing to seek help 

when she did not understand course material or when a personal issue was troubling her.  

Appreciating the physical existence of local schools. I perceived strong support 

for the sustainability of local schools from the educators at Beacon High. One educator 

reflected, “consolidation was a tough year and a tough process, but what people were 

fighting for was to keep their high school open and accessible and here for them” 

(Interview, 07-01-31). Throughout our conversations on school closure and consolidation 

Dylan’s words were laden with emotion and she used possessive pronouns to refer to 

Beacon High. For instance, she would say our science labs, our computer labs, our art 

room, our cafeteria to refer rooms in Beacon High, a possible indication of her 

attachment to the physical place of Beacon High. Dylan spoke of being invaded by 

Rocky Shore Middle School students while completing homework in the cafeteria when 

her spare period corresponded with their morning nutrition break, a consequence of 

school consolidation. Dylan believed her teachers experienced frustration with the 

consolidation process. It is in my view that Dylan understood that their frustration was 

due to their deep-rooted commitment to sustaining Beacon High School for the students 

and the community. 

The educators I interviewed understood the importance of having a high school 

physically present in the community. One educator stated, “I think if we lost it [Beacon 

High], the whole community would be damaged, probably irreparably. The whole 

lighthouse thing, everything happens at the high school” (Interview, 06-12-14). Another 

educator reiterated: 
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This high school is very much a part of this community. Not only just between 

9:00 and 3:15…We’re a community building. We’re used by the community. To 

lose a high school in a community of this size would be a huge devastating blow. 

(Interview, 07-02-23) 

Over 10 community groups and clubs in Dusk Valley used the auditorium of Beacon 

High on a weekly basis and as one educator stated, “the theatre is central to every social 

event or the majority of performance based activities, discussion groups, and government 

presentations” (Interview, 07-01-31). Likewise, the gymnasiums of Beacon High were 

occupied evenings and weekends by over 10 community sport teams and clubs.  

 Although Dylan did not participate in any extracurricular clubs or activities at 

Beacon High (she volunteered and worked with youth in Pearl Bay), Beacon High was 

not simply a building to her. Beacon High provided her with an opportunity and a place 

to interact in-person with educators and to socialize in-person with her friends. It is 

possible that these relationships would be jeopardized by the closure of Beacon High, as 

students and educators would likely be consolidated into different schools in 

neighbouring communities. Furthermore, she felt spending over an hour and a half on the 

school bus each school day was too much time, as she said, “That’s too much driving. 

You don’t have a life then” (Interview, 07-02-12). In the sense that traveling on a school 

bus for longer than one hour a day was unpleasant and unreasonable in Dylan’s view, she 

understood the value of having a local high school close to home.  

 

Rural Meanings of School Curriculum 

Emphasizing the core subjects. According to the network educators that I 

interviewed, at Beacon High a strong emphasis was placed on math, science, and English, 
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but especially on university stream math and science courses. One educator stated, “This 

school has a heavy emphasis on math and science. The curriculum too, the provincial 

curriculum, has a heavy emphasis, three maths, three sciences at the Grade 12 level” 

(Interview, 07-02-23). Dylan did not think that certain subjects received higher status but 

perhaps she unconsciously perceived the heavy emphasis on sciences courses at Beacon 

High as she stated, “You don’t gang up on the [sciences] teachers about science” 

(Interview, 07-01-11). Even though Dylan completed the required sciences courses in a 

subject that she did not enjoy, she may take another course in this subject next year 

depending on the course timetabling and on the teacher. Dylan knew that her parents 

wanted her to take another sciences course, a view her father related to me. 

Course timetabling challenges. The small student population at Beacon High 

created challenges with regards to course availability, because as one educator stated, 

“everything in terms of how we are funded is based on the number of students” 

(Interview, 07-01-31), such that “the number of courses is not the same as a large school” 

(Interview, 07-01-31). Beacon High did not qualify for rural funding but the school board 

provided Beacon High with extra funding because of its small size. This funding was 

used to increase the number of course offerings. However, course timetabling was 

difficult because many of the senior level courses at Beacon High were offered only once 

a year��One educator remarked: 

A lot of our senior courses will have one section. That’s quite a juggling act. That 
all of the kids who want that one course don’t have anything else in that period 
that is in conflict with it. It’s a timetabling issue. Whereas in a larger school, 
almost every course that is offered, there are at least two sections, so you can 
choose to take it here or to take it there. (Interview, 07-01-31) 
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An approach the administration at Beacon High is using to increase course 

offerings and timetable flexibility is to divide the school day into five 60 minute periods. 

Prior to the 2004-2005 school year, the school day was divided into four 75 minute 

periods. Fifteen minutes of class time were cut from each of the four periods to create a 

fifth period, the mandatory study period. Within the five period day, one of the five 

periods is a mandatory study period during which students are supposed to review course 

material and work on course assignments. The addition of a fifth period to the school day 

has provided increased flexibility with course timetabling, as the mandatory study period 

can occur in any of the five periods. One educator explained, “Our [mandatory study 

period] structure helps that a bit because we timetable over ten periods instead of over 

eight, which just means that there is another choice available” (Interview, 07-01-31). If 

students experienced course timetabling conflicts, the mandatory study period could be 

moved around in their schedules.�

Secondary school curriculum applicability to Dylan’s interests. Dylan said that 

she will put effort into a course “as long as it’s useful” or interesting (Interview, 07-01-

11). When Dylan did not find a course interesting, it was important for her to understand 

the applicability of the course to her life because if the teacher cannot make the course 

work relevant to her life or future career interests, Dylan admitted, “I’m not going to try 

very hard” (Interview, 07-01-11). Some educators expressed concern with the course 

offerings at Beacon High because “we really offer the bare minimum” (Interview, 06-12-

14), in particular with regards to the elective course offerings and the workplace course 

offerings. As Dylan progressed through high school and completed the required courses, 

she experienced some uncertainty with regards to elective course offerings. A couple of 
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times during the 2006-2007 school year elective courses listed in the Beacon High course 

calendar which Dylan chose were cancelled due to lack of student interest within the 

small student population. In our conversations on course offerings at Beacon High, Dylan 

would often say “who knows if they are going to run it or not because they may not have 

enough people for it” (Interview, 07-01-11).  

On a few occasions Dylan ended up taking elective courses that she did not select 

because she needed to fill her timetable. At the beginning of the second semester for the 

2006-2007 school year Dylan dropped an elective arts course from her timetable one 

week into the term. Dylan stated, “I didn’t want the course to begin with. It was sort of 

just a filler thing” (Interview, 07-02-12). Her mother told her she had to try the course for 

one week before she could drop it. When Dylan dropped this course, she decided to have 

a spare period because the other courses available in the particular period were limited to 

Grade 9 and 10 courses and an elective sciences course which she was not interested in 

taking and she did not have the prerequisites.  

Dylan attempted to select elective courses which she believed would prepare her 

for a future career in an arts subject. Dylan was not aware of Ontario Secondary School 

elective courses that were not listed in the Beacon High course calendar and 

consequently, was not aware of the electives related to her future career interest which 

were not offered at Beacon High. One educator commented: 

I think what they have to do when they offer courses here is they don’t offer 
everything that is possible. They narrow it down and kind of guess which ones 
kids will sign up for because if the enrolment is spread across too many, then 
what do you do? Then somebody says, well I wanted this course, but you’re 
cancelling it. If you don’t give them the option in the first place, then they’re not 
going to be disappointed when they have to choose something else. (Interview, 
07-01-18) 
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Nevertheless, in my view Dylan prepared for her future career interests by reading 

university textbooks, which she purchased at neighbourhood yard sale, on subjects 

related to her future career interests. She also belonged to online groups, which were 

related to her career interests. Dylan said, “One of the websites that I’m on right now, I’m 

seeing if we can start a newspaper thing on the website with people’s submissions. We’d 

go through and we’d edit it” (Interview, 07-02-12). 

An approach the administration at Beacon High uses to increase the number and 

variety of elective courses is to offer certain elective courses every second year, if enough 

student interest exists. To take certain elective courses that are offered every second year, 

Dylan may complete a fifth year at Beacon High. Dylan was not concerned with spending 

five years at Beacon High rather than the required four years. In fact, she felt that “four 

years isn’t enough” (Interview, 07-02-12) time to complete high school and to be mature 

enough to graduate from high school. Unofficial statistics from the guidance department 

at Beacon High revealed that approximately half of the year four students in 2006-2007 

planned to return the following year to complete a fifth year of high school. When 

students stay for a fifth year at Beacon High, the size of the student body increases, and 

consequently the funding the school receives increases. Despite the challenges of offering 

a variety of courses in a small school, when Dylan reflected on the courses she has taken 

throughout high school, she stated, “actually I got a lot of the ones I wanted to take” 

(Interview, 06-12-01). 

Absence of local place in the uniform curriculum. When I asked Dylan if she 

could remember any instances in her schooling when she had learned about local places 

she paused for a while before responding, “I’m not sure. We had to make a map or 
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something in Grade 4, a map of the area” (Interview, 07-12-01). Concerning high school 

curriculum, she could not think of any lessons when local places had been incorporated 

into her classes and learning material. It is important to acknowledge that even though 

Dylan could not remember any examples of place-conscious curriculum, it is possible 

that she had in fact engaged in place-conscious curriculum in her high school courses.  

Exploring Dylan’s perception of the curriculum she was learning at school was 

fundamental to developing a deeper understanding of rural meanings of schooling, for it 

is one’s perceptions, one’s social constructions, that shape one’s thinking (Blumer, 1969). 

From the perspective of Dylan, references to local places, local history, geography, 

cultures, and the people appeared to be absent from her schooling at Beacon High. One 

educator discussed the need for a balance between a uniform provincial curriculum and a 

curriculum that uses the strengths of local communities. This educator suggested:  

Keep our rigorous curriculum but let there be more flexibility so that we can take 
advantage of what we have and so a city kid can take advantage of what they 
have…If you’re in Ottawa it may not be a big deal to go to the art gallery or to the 
museum of civilization or to something like that. Here maybe it’s not a big deal to 
go out and do lake testing right out in the bay. I just think there needs to be that 
flexibility…We want literacy and numeracy, we want rigour, we want standards, 
but maybe a bit more flexibility so that rural schools can actually excel and not be 
hampered by what you might do in Toronto. (Interview, 07-02-23) 
 
Although Dylan’s high schooling did not include place-conscious activities, 

Beacon High offered an outdoor education program, which used a place-conscious 

curriculum. Even though Dylan expressed interest in learning about local places through 

Pearl Bay community events, such as “a set up of the history of the place and old 

pictures” (Interview, 07-02-12), she had no desire to participate in the outdoor education 

program at Beacon High.  
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M:  When you’re choosing your courses, do you ever think about taking the outdoor 
education course? 

 
Dylan:  No. [laughs]  
 
M:  Is there any reason why? 
 
Dylan:  The [outdoor] thing, it’s not really work. It’s like a cheat course. You get the 

credits, but you don’t actually do the work. So you also haven’t learned things 
then. Yah, you learn this tree, sort of thing. It’s not really learning, book learning, 
and that’s what school is for. You can do outdoor learning at outdoor time. 

 
Dylan’s distinction between outdoor learning and book learning resonated with 

me for I, too, spoke similar words. Over the past year, my understanding of rural 

meanings of place and schooling evolved through reading, discussing, and reflecting on 

rural education research that recognized the importance of rural places on people’s 

development of identity and attainment of well-being. From Dylan’s perspective, at 

school, book learning was the only form of learning that counted, that was recognized. 

For Dylan, a divide appeared to exist between learning which took place at school, book 

learning, and learning which took place outside of the school, learning which took place 

during her own time. It is possible that not only was outdoor learning not recognized as 

legitimate learning in the book learning sense, but also Dylan’s journaling, writing, 

reading of university texts which were not related to her school courses, belonging to 

online groups for topics related to her future career interests, and publishing of work on 

websites were not acknowledged as legitimate learning by school learning standards. 

These activities were hobbies.  

 

Meanings of Achievement 

Throughout the next section I describe the influence of the rural context and 

network participants on Dylan’s perception of achievement. To gain an understanding of 
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the meaning of achievement for Dylan, I asked Dylan to describe a recent achievement. 

She discussed a babysitting situation during which she felt she had helped a young girl. 

Dylan recalled: 

It wasn’t big. It’s not really something that would stand out for a lot of people or 
anything. I was babysitting one time and one of the girls was older. She was 
pretty much able to watch herself but she has two younger siblings. So she kind of 
got offended that she was having a babysitter and I wasn’t her usual babysitter 
anyways. She took a bit of a fit. So I put her two younger siblings to bed and then 
I sat and talked with her. Her grandfather had recently passed away as well as 
another family member, and she had been having difficulties at school getting 
along with her friend. So it was really just pent up energy and she took it out on 
me because I was the odd man out sort of in the situation. We talked and then she 
went to bed. Her mom got home and asked if anything happened and I said that it 
wasn’t anything that I couldn’t handle. Her mom came up to me probably four 
months later or something and she said, ‘I’ve been meaning to call you. I wanted 
to thank you for doing that, she felt better about herself afterwards and you 
handled it in a really mature way.’ It felt good. (Interview, 07-01-11) 
 
Recognition of individual achievements may diminish the perceived role of the 

individual’s character and effort. Dylan’s narrative of achievement highlighted the 

challenges she had to overcome, her efforts, and her caring relationship with another 

person. Although Dylan’s ability to deal with her babysitting situation involved skill, it 

also involved perseverance and a character of caring. Throughout my interactions with 

Dylan and her parents, I observed numerous incidences of their caring behaviour for 

others, especially other people in the community. Providing people in the community 

with the help they need was a main concern for Dylan’s parents. It is very likely that 

Dylan’s modelling of her parents’ community-oriented helping behaviour has influenced 

her perception of achievement.  

Perceptions of academic achievement. At Beacon High I believe that educators 

would be in agreement with one educator’s statement that “instead of having mostly 
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academic kids, I think we now have a lot more applied college level students” (Interview, 

06-12-14). According to one educator: 

Probably 25 percent of our kids are work bound now. We are down to probably 

25 percent going to university so that 50 percent in the middle is going to do 

training either at the apprenticeship or the college level but they are not going to 

go to university. (Interview, 07-01-31) 

Despite the change in student demographics, in my view the perception that “we are still 

aiming at the academic” (Interview, 07-02-10) existed amongst educators. They 

acknowledged that more recognition for students in hands-on programs and college 

stream courses was needed and they were working to improve this issue. For instance, a 

recent change to the academic requirements for becoming an Ontario Scholar has enabled 

graduating students who took college and workplace level courses at Beacon High to be 

recognized as Ontario Scholars, a recognition that had previously been awarded to 

students who had achieved an aggregate of 480 on six Grade 12 university level courses 

(School Document, 07-01-01).  

When I asked network educators at Beacon High to define a good grade in their 

classes, they responded that, “It really depends on the student” (Interview, 07-02-10). 

Educators defined academic achievement in relative terms so that what constituted 

success changed depending on the individual student. Effective use of this definition of 

academic achievement required educators to know the students in their classes, their 

strengths and weaknesses.  

Similar to her educators, Dylan believed that academic achievement depended on 

the individual student. Dylan affirmed: 
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If you sit there and even if you do get a 60 or something it’s not a good mark 

because you didn’t do anything. But if you struggled through the entire year and 

you have real difficulties with it and you end up coming out with a 60 that’s a 

good mark because you did put your work into it. (Interview, 07-01-11) 

In view of her perception of academic achievement, Dylan expressed frustration with 

regards to the Honour Roll system used at Beacon High to recognize students who 

achieve 80 percent in a certain number of courses. Being placed on the Honour Roll 

simply indicates that a particular student achieved the criteria, and does not acknowledge 

the individual’s challenges, effort, attitude, improvements, and passions. Dylan 

emphasized the importance of recognizing people’s achievements in a variety of 

disciplines and not simply academics.  

Dylan recommended that educators at Beacon High recognize students who have 

demonstrated improvement throughout the semester in their courses or “students who are 

trying their hardest or are a regular member of homework club” (Interview, 07-01-11). 

Dylan and her friends discussed that students “who aren’t as inclined to do the actual 

written stuff” (Interview, 07-01-11) should also be recognized for their hands-on skills. 

Dylan’s frustration with the Honour Roll system, her recommendations for recognizing 

students, and her description of a personal achievement revealed her understanding that 

high academic achievement was not necessarily an indication of a person’s character, 

effort, or relationships with others.  

It is possible that attending a school where everyone knows everyone and where 

the small student population sometimes required academic and applied levels in the same 

subject to be combined in a single course could have influenced Dylan’s perception of 
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achievement. Dylan spent a lot of time with the students in her year as she had been in 

many of the same classes as them throughout her high school education. Since many 

senior level courses were only offered once during the school year, senior level students 

were often in the same courses together. Even though Dylan was in the academic or 

university stream, she took some courses with students in the applied or college stream. 

Dylan often knew about her classmates’ challenges, effort, attitude, improvements, and 

passions.  

The Honour Roll system is an example of a standardized definition of academic 

achievement which may not be compatible with a school environment in which being 

known and knowing one another is meaningful. A tension appeared to exist between the 

use of the Honour Roll system which is a de-contextualized measure of achievement and 

Dylan’s and some of her educators’ use of contextual definitions of individual 

achievement, which required knowing individual students. While educators may 

understand academic achievement from a contextualized, individual-based perspective, 

the school system as a whole and North American society use standardized tests and 

criteria to measure and classify students as academically successful. 

Awareness of academic marks. When Dylan and I discussed the meaning of 

academic marks, she presented herself as someone who was not concerned with 

achieving high academic marks.  

M:  Do you have a certain number or percent in school, when you do a test where you 
say I just want to get such and such percent? 

 
Dylan: No, I just don’t care. When I go in and I do a test, as long as I try my hardest, I’m 

pretty much happy with it. 
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Dylan told me that she did not always follow the rubrics for her school assignments. She 

discussed instances when she would have received a higher mark if she had followed the 

rubric for the assignment. For instance, Dylan recounted, “[The teacher] said it was such 

a good project and I want to give it a good mark but you didn’t [use technology] so I 

can’t because it’s on the rubric” (Interview, 07-01-11). Dylan knew that to be on Honour 

Roll at Beacon High a student had to achieve 80 percent in a certain number of his or her 

courses but she did not know the specific criteria for achieving the Bronze, Silver, and 

Gold levels of the Honour Roll. Dylan also did not study for tests.  

Although Dylan appeared to be unconcerned with academic marks, she asked her 

teachers for help when she did not understand the course work and she completed 

homework and projects assigned by her teachers.  

M: What do you do before the test? Do you look over your notes? 
 
Dylan: No. If I know it, I know it. If I don’t, I don’t. There’s no way cramming for three 

hours is going to do it. 
 
M: So, all along during the unit, you do the work? 
 
Dylan: Yah. As long as you’ve done the work and you understood the work. If I don’t 

understand something then obviously I’m going to go to the teacher, and be like I 
wasn’t here or I didn’t get this. You can usually keep up with it. You can go 
during class or at the end of class. 
 

She often used her mandatory study period or her spare period to complete homework 

and she usually spent an hour and a half working on homework each school night. She 

spent time studying for her final exams. During the classes I observed Dylan, she 

participated frequently. When the teacher posed oral questions to the students, Dylan 

responded with factual responses without being called on by the teacher. In class 

discussions, Dylan offered her opinions without the teacher’s probing. Most of the 
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questions I heard her ask were interest questions for which the information was not 

included in the curriculum expectations, information that she did not need to know for 

testing purposes.  

At the time of my research study, Dylan had not been on Honour Roll since Grade 

8 and she had never been recognized at the annual Beacon High Awards Assembly. 

Although Dylan believed “success should be measured by what you personally want to 

obtain with your life” (Interview, 07-01-11), she described the experience of sitting 

through the Awards Assembly as making her feel that, “you’re not doing well enough, 

you’re not good enough for us” (Interview, 07-01-11). Dylan also acknowledged that her 

parents would like her to be on the Honour Roll. 

M:  Can you think of situation in school where your parents had hoped you would 
have done a little bit better or tried a little bit harder? 

 
Dylan:  Sometimes. Usually if you try your hardest sort of thing. I think they’ve been a 

little bit disappointed that I’m not on the Honour Roll right now. It’s always been 
79 instead of that 80. 

 
Purpose of a high school diploma. Dylan understood the significance of attaining 

a high school diploma. Not only did she receive the message of its importance from her 

parents, but also from a societal standpoint, as she stated, “People definitely judge you if 

you didn’t graduate.” (Interview, 07-01-11) From Dylan’s perspective, the attainment of 

a high school diploma seemed to indicate to people in society that one had accumulated a 

legitimate understanding of valuable facts.  

M: What do you think is the purpose of attaining a high school diploma, so getting 
that piece of paper at the end of high school saying that you fulfilled all of the 
requirements?  

 
Dylan: Without that a lot of people aren’t going to look at you as having a valid 

knowledge of anything. They’ll just be like, you didn’t graduate, you can’t know 
anything. Because even people that go into the trades, back in the day, you don’t 
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look at them as being as knowledgeable because they haven’t graduated from high 
school. Even if they spent 50 years working in a trade, it doesn’t matter. It seems 
that you need that verification that you’re smart. 

 
M: Do you think other people think that? 
 
Dylan: Definitely, looking back on it, back in that day, they didn’t even get a Grade 8 

diploma, they didn’t even pass Grade 8. 
 
M: Do you think everyone who gets a high school diploma… 
 
Dylan: Is smart? 
 
M: Has actually learned things in high school? 
 
Dylan: No. But it looks like that to the business people and it seems that way. It’s more 

stereotyping.  
 
However, Dylan recognized that the achievement of a high school diploma was not an 

indication that students had taken the time to reflect on the material they had been taught 

and to understand the meaning and implications of their courses in school for the world 

beyond the school walls.  

 

The Role of Parents in Schooling  

Throughout the next section I will discuss the role of Dylan’s parents in her 

education at home and at school and ways in which interactions between Dylan and her 

parents shaped the meanings she ascribed to schooling. First of all, in her school journal, 

Dylan wrote, “both my parents taught us that they would love us no matter what we 

did…Having that to fall back on and knowing that it would always be constant made me 

very secure and independent” (Personal Document, 07-01-31). Throughout her 

elementary and secondary schooling, Dylan’s mother acted as an advocate for Dylan at 

school. Dylan recalled one instance, “I got picked on a lot in Grade 5 and my mom went 

right into the school…my mom was there with me and she was standing up for me.” 
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(Interview, 07-02-12). This act of advocacy was meaningful to Dylan in that it 

demonstrated that her mother cared about her and her schooling and that her mother 

believed in her. It is possible that her mother’s advocacy actions contributed to her 

development of self-worth and of a strong voice. 

From the time she was a young child, Dylan’s parents were involved in her 

learning at home and at school. When Dylan and her sibling were younger, their parents 

would read to them almost every night. Even when she was older, Dylan’s father read 

aloud the Harry Potter books to her and her sibling. Dylan’s parents were actively 

involved in her elementary schooling at St. Louis the King. Dylan stated, “My parents 

were there all the time” (Interview, 07-01-11). Dylan recalled that when she attended St. 

Louis the King, her mother was present in the school as a volunteer, as “if there was fun 

day she’d be helping, running one of the booths” (Interview, 07-01-11). Her mother 

continues to participate in fundraising activities at St. Joseph, which is the school that 

Dylan’s sibling attends.  

Parental involvement in secondary schooling. As Dylan progresses through high 

school, her parents continue to take an active role in her schooling at home and at school. 

Dylan’s parents demonstrated their support for school projects by driving to Dusk Valley 

from Pearl Bay to pick up Dylan when she stayed after school to work on school projects 

even though Beacon High would have provided free taxis home. Dylan’s parents were 

also involved in her schooling through their attendance at parent-teacher conferences and 

their knowing of the educators at Beacon High. Dylan’s father believed that it was 

important to maintain contact with Dylan’s teachers. Both Dylan’s parents attended 

parent-teacher conferences, as her father said, “whether the marks are good or not we still 
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go” (Interview, 07-01-11). For Dylan, her parents’ attendance at parent-teacher 

conferences demonstrated that they cared about her and her schooling. 

M:  What kind of things do your parents do to show you they care about what you’re 
doing in school? 

 
Dylan:  Asking about school and all that. They go to all the teacher interviews. 
 
M:  Is that important that they do that for you? 
 
Dylan:  Yah. It keeps them informed with what’s going on. 
 

It was important to Dylan’s parents to be known by her teachers and according to 

Dylan’s father, “The teachers know who we are” (Interview, 07-01-11). They liked to put 

a face to the teacher’s name, especially for the teachers who were new to the school. 

Throughout my conversations with Dylan’s mother, it was evident that she not only knew 

the names of Dylan’s teachers and the subjects taught by Dylan’s teachers, but she also 

knew them. She knew their teaching philosophies and details about their lives outside of 

school. According to one educator, “There’s a closer partnership between the teachers 

and the parents because we know the parents and they know us…I think that is 

advantageous. Like that saying, it takes a village to raise a child” (Interview, 07-02-23). 

Other educators at Beacon High reiterated this perspective that knowing parents was 

important to creating and maintaining a partnership between learning at school and at 

home.  

Perhaps, the perspective that everyone knows everyone has created a sense of 

accountability between Dylan’s parents and educators at Beacon High with respect to 

educating youth. Dylan’s parents took an active role in her schooling at home. When I 

visited Dylan’s home, I overheard her father ask her if she had any homework and he 

reminded her sibling throughout the evening to stay focused on homework. Dylan told 
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me that her parents encouraged her to do her homework when she did not want to do it. 

Parents can support their adolescents’ schooling at home by providing motivation and 

encouragement. However, to provide these forms of support, parents need to be aware of 

what is happening at school.  

Dylan related to me that her parents knew the dates of her final exams for her first 

semester courses and they encouraged her to study for these exams, especially when she 

became unfocused and disinterested in studying. On numerous occasions, Dylan’s mother 

told me about projects and assignments which Dylan was working on for school. For 

instance, in one of my conversations with Dylan’s mother, she enthusiastically described 

to me an experiment that Dylan had designed and was conducting at school. Dylan and 

her parents talked to each other about school and Dylan’s mother was knowledgeable of 

the Ontario Secondary School Curriculum Documents.  

Available academic resources at home. Dylan’s father mentioned to me that he 

suggested a few times that Dylan go to a neighbour known for helping local youth with 

homework, when she had difficulty understanding her sciences courses. Through making 

this suggestion, Dylan’s father demonstrated that he knew when she was having difficulty 

with her schoolwork and that he knew of a resource in the community which she could 

use to help her understand. Although Dylan had not yet sought help with her schoolwork 

from this neighbour, as she would go to her teachers for help with schoolwork, she 

acknowledged that this neighbour would be a good resource. It is possible that her 

father’s suggestions demonstrated that asking for help when you do not understand is not 

embarrassing or shameful but is necessary and acceptable and, perhaps contributed to 

Dylan’s ease and willingness to ask her teachers for help with schoolwork. Assisting 
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senior level high school students with their homework may not be possible for all parents, 

but guiding them to people and resources which can assist them in developing an 

understanding for the material is an alternative possibility for some parents, as it was for 

Dylan’s father. Also, Dylan and her sibling had access to computers and the Internet at 

home. Two computers with Internet connections were located on a long desk in the living 

room and Dylan had access to a computer upstairs which she used for homework.  

What was of great importance was that Dylan considered these actions of her 

parents at home and at school to demonstrate that they cared about her and her schooling, 

as it does not matter much parents claim they care about their adolescent’s schooling, if 

the adolescent does not perceive these actions as caring then his or her “claim ‘they don’t 

care’ has some validity” (Noddings, 1992, p. 15). Her parents’ behaviours with regards to 

schooling demonstrated to Dylan that graduating from high school was very important. 

For Dylan, failing to graduate from high school was impossible because she believed that 

her parents would do everything they possibly could to help her achieve her high school 

diploma. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Implications and Final Thoughts 

 

Throughout this chapter, I discuss the characteristics of Dylan’s schooling 

experiences which make her education meaningful and the implications of developing 

and implementing place-conscious curriculums in rural schools. Noddings’ (1992, 2003) 

belief that caring should be at the centre of education and that education should help 

people develop not only their talents and interests but also a good character has guided 

my analyses and interpretations of Dylan’s schooling experiences. Theobald’s (1997) 

theorizing on the importance of locally developed curriculum to the development of 

virtue, accountability, and community sustainability has also influenced my perception of 

the characteristics of a meaningful education.  

 

Questioning Supposed Small School Deficiencies  

Rurality is often conceptualized in terms of its deficiencies because “it is easier to 

say what rural is not than to say what it is” (Fitchen, 1991, p. 246). The deficit theory 

perspective of rural schooling and education has emphasized the limited institutional 

resources, the limited course offerings, and the limited opportunities for advanced course 

work (Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; Seal & Harmon, 1995), all challenges which schools 

with a small number of students and staff encounter. However, my analysis and 

interpretation of Dylan’s schooling and education at Beacon High in Dusk Valley and at 

home in Pearl Bay revealed that despite these limitations, she has experienced many 

aspects of a meaningful education. 
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Caring and its implications for learning. Noddings (1992) and Theobald (1997) 

have theorized that schools with small student populations and teaching staffs, 

characteristics of many rural schools, have increased opportunities to provide caring 

environments. Beacon High, due to its small size (392 students and 30 educators), offers 

fewer courses than larger schools and offers single sections for most of its senior level 

courses. One implication of offering fewer courses at Beacon High was that students 

were in many of the same courses together throughout their schooling and students 

interacted with the same educators. The small teaching staff and student body at Beacon 

High has enabled Dylan and her peers to take multiple courses with the same teachers. 

This school environment made it possible for students and educators to get to know one 

another. A potentially positive influence of limited course offerings on student learning is 

that, as students spend more time with one another and with the same teachers, they may 

become more at ease around one another, may be more willing to participate in their 

classes, and may be more willing to ask for help when they do not understand course 

material or, when a personal issue is troubling them.  

Noddings (1992) has emphasized that the development of trust between students 

and teachers requires continuity of relations, a characteristic of schooling at Beacon High. 

Interactions over a prolonged period of time between the same teachers and students 

created many opportunities for educators at Beacon High to have a meaningful impact on 

students’ learning. Dylan recognized the impact of personalized attention from teachers 

on her interest in a course and the amount of time and effort she spent completing 

coursework.  
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A study by Hedlund (1993) found that for adolescents attending Grades 9 to 12 in 

a rural New York town knowing everyone in the school and the community was 

“satisfying because of the personal connection one feels with other people and the sense 

of belonging and identity that results” (p. 152). Rural youth in Hedlund’s qualitative 

study, similar to Dylan, valued their relationships with their teachers, especially teachers 

who took the time to talk to them. These teachers had a considerable impact on the 

students, as the extra attention and interest from teachers were related to students’ 

positive feelings about school and increased motivation (Hedlund, 1993). The positive 

influence of in-person teacher interaction on rural students’ learning demonstrated by 

Hedlund along with Dylan’s concerns about correspondence courses and the lack of 

success of the online computer course at Beacon High raise questions about the 

effectiveness of a rural school policy which proposes the use of correspondence courses 

to increase course availability in Ontario’s rural schools during recent times of declining 

student enrolment. 

The meaning of local schools to communities. It is possible that focusing attention 

on the deficiencies of rural schools, such as the limited course offerings, has diverted 

attention away from the positive impact that educators can have on students’ interest, 

motivation, and feelings towards school and the positive impact that local schools can 

have on rural communities. Noddings (1992) stated: 

When our first priority is program – as it has been for more than thirty years – we 
are inclined to cram students into larger and more specialized schools where we 
can provide the best and most advanced courses. When our first priority is 
continuity and care, we may be willing to sacrifice a few advanced courses for the 
sake of community. (p. 67) 
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In my study the educators understood the importance of keeping Beacon High open for 

the sustainability of the community. Consistent with numerous studies (Bauch, 2001; 

Bishop, 2004; DeYoung, 1995; Fuller, 1982; Lyson, 2002; Porter, 1996; Ward, 2003; 

Wotherspoon; 1998) on the meaning of rural schools to community sustainability, I found 

that Beacon High is a centre of activity for people of all ages in Dusk Valley. Future 

research should investigate further the role of the school for students who, similar to 

Dylan, live in nearby communities (less than 15 km away from the school community) 

and participate in extracurricular clubs or activities in their home communities rather than 

in their school communities, as it is likely that the school holds a different meaning for 

these students compared to students who live and participate in extracurricular activities 

in the school community. 

Parental involvement. My findings have strong implications for the role of parents 

in their adolescents’ schooling. Dylan’s parents remain involved in her schooling at home 

and at school as she progresses through secondary school. The importance of their 

continuing involvement in her schooling corresponds to Noddings’ (1992) philosophy of 

caring in that “at every stage we need to be cared for in the sense that we need to be 

understood, received, respected, and recognized” (p. xi). Helping with homework is not 

the only way for parents to involve themselves in their adolescents’ secondary schooling. 

Motivating adolescents in their learning at home and at school, finding people and 

resources that can assist with homework, and attending parent-teacher conferences are all 

ways that parents can involve themselves in their adolescents’ schooling even if they are 

not able to assist with homework. Parents who involve themselves in these ways need to 

be recognized as contributing in a positive way to their adolescents’ learning at home and 
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at school; they are active members of their adolescents’ educational team. Future research 

should explore further my interpretation that being known and knowing everyone in a 

community may help to develop accountability between parents and educators with 

respect to educating youth. 

  Learning intradependence. At Beacon High having fewer course offerings 

sometimes resulted in the combining of course levels in the same subject. Combining 

different levels in one course provided Dylan and other students with the opportunity to 

work with students in the college bound and university bound streams. Including skills 

and topics from both academic and applied levels most likely enriches both curriculums 

(Noddings, 2003). It is possible that these interactions enabled Dylan to gain an 

understanding of the different ways in which people contribute to a group and shaped her 

perception of achievement, which recognized different forms of achievement and 

success.  

At Beacon High the tension between using a standardized measure of 

achievement, the Honour Roll system, and using contextual definitions of achievement 

that change depending on the individual student raises questions about the applicability of 

a standardized measure of academic achievement for a school where being known and 

knowing one another is meaningful. Dylan spent a lot of time with the students in her 

year as she had been in many of the same classes as them with the same teachers 

throughout her high school education. This small school environment made it possible for 

students and educators to get to know one another. The Honour Roll system frustrated 

Dylan because it only recognized students for achieving high academic marks and it 

failed to recognize students for their character, improvement, effort, attitude, and caring 
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relationships with others. This standardized measure of achievement which prioritizes 

academic achievement over character, improvement, effort, attitude, and caring 

relationships with others sends the message to youth their “worth has nothing to do with 

the depth and quality of the commitments they make in life” (Theobald, 1997, p. 132). 

According to Theobald (1997): 

Our cultural deification of the successful extends so far as to make heroes out of 

wealthy individuals, despite the fact, and in some cases because of the fact, that 

they broke laws or ruined lives on their climb to the top. (p. 121) 

Through recognizing individual academic achievements rather than recognizing what can 

be accomplished when individuals work together in a group, the Honour Roll system 

perpetuates the individual-oriented worldview that individuals “contribute to societal 

well-being simply by vigorously pursuing their own ends” (Theobald, 1997, p. 13).  

A school environment where everyone knows everyone and where different levels 

of the same subject are combined in one course seems to have the potential to teach 

students the meaning of intradependence, “the idea that what one does (that is, one’s 

‘work’) fulfills a need that exists among those with whom the physical place is shared” 

(Theobald, 1997, p. 72), the meaning of community. Combining different levels in one 

course could create an environment in which students learn the importance of “both self-

understanding and group understanding” (Noddings, 2003, p. 260) and possibly challenge 

the perception in North America that “individual pursuit of material accumulation is the 

highest sort of societal contribution” (Theobald, 1997, p. 42). Since the preparation of 

students for the world of work and the global consumer-oriented society appear to be the 

primary goals of schooling in North America, it is important to challenge this perception 
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of success because economic and occupational successes are not necessarily indications 

of happiness and well-being (Noddings, 2003). Recognizing the unique contributions that 

each student can make to a class and to the school seems to be a possible and positive 

action that can be accomplished in a school with a small student population and staff, 

such as Beacon High, as this environment would enable the development of trusting and 

caring relationships between educators, parents, students, and community members over 

the long term. Future research should study further the influence of a small student 

population where everyone knows everyone on students’ and educators’ perceptions of 

academic achievement. 

 

A Need for Responsive and Flexible Curriculum 

In recent years, a preoccupation with standardized test scores and accountability 

in public education has contributed to the implementation of a universal curriculum, 

which promotes the use of a one-size-fits-all knowledge (Gruenewald, 2005; Howley, 

2004; Smith, 2002b). Dylan’s perception that book learning was the only form of 

learning which counted at school raises questions about whether or not the use of a 

standardized curriculum has led to the dismissal of all learning that is not directly linked 

to curriculum subjects and expectations. By book learning standards, Dylan’s journaling, 

story writing, reading of university texts which were not related to her school courses, 

belonging to online groups for topics related to her future career interests, and publishing 

of work on websites were not legitimate learning. When alternative forms of learning are 

not recognized in school, as in the situation of Dylan, students receive the message that 

certain subjects and disciplines are more valuable than others. It is possible that when 

students lose opportunities to pursue learning in areas in which they are interested and for 
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which they exhibit talent, a consequence of using a uniform school curriculum, a 

decrease in their internal motivation for learning may occur.  

For many youth, as they progress through public schools across North America, 

their learning increasingly involves reading textbooks, listening to teachers lecture, and 

watching videos in a classroom rather than experiencing hands-on the local places in 

which they live and attend school, the local environment outside of the school (Smith, 

2002b). These students often experience a disconnection between their school learning 

and their lived experiences (Smith, 2002b). As previously mentioned, Noddings (2003) 

theorized that many students are unsuccessful in school because their learning interests 

do not relate to the standardized curriculum and are therefore unrecognized in school. 

Corbett’s (2004) research on the tension between formal schooling and informal learning 

on fishing experienced by men living in a small fishing village in Digby Neck supports 

Noddings’ theory on school failure. Corbett found that when these fishermen were in 

school, their commitment to learning about practical knowledge and the places where 

they lived was not recognized inside the classroom and as a consequence many of them 

did not graduate from high school.  

In addition, Dylan’s perception that attaining a high school diploma was not an 

indication that student learning had occurred raises questions about the use of uniform 

curriculum and standardized tests. According to Noddings (2003):  

The effects of standardized testing have aggravated an already dull way of life. 
Both students and teachers are caught in a deadly serious campaign to amass facts 
and skills that can be easily tested. Even if scores go up in the next few years (and 
that is by no means certain), it is not clear how much lasting learning will have 
taken place. (p. 244-245) 
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It is possible that these school environments do not encourage or provide time for 

students to think about the material they have been taught and to understand the meaning 

and implications of their school courses for the world beyond the school walls. To 

provide meaningful schooling experiences for all students, students’ learning in 

disciplines unrelated to the Ontario Curriculum subject areas and expectations needs to be 

recognized and encouraged even though this practice may appear to be impossible and 

unrealistic in the current educational climate of standardized testing.  

 

The Potential for Place-Conscious Curriculum 

Rural researchers and theorists (Bauch, 2001; Berry, 1990; Bishop, 2004; Corbett, 

2004; Gruenewald, 2003a, 2003b, 2005; Howley et al., 2005; Porter, 1996; Smith, 2002a, 

2002b; Theobald, 1997; Theobald & Curtiss, 2000; Theobald & Nachtigal, 1995) have 

emphasized that it is time for rural schools to stop emulating urban or suburban schools 

and to start acknowledging and teaching about local places. Noddings (2002) has argued 

that a universal education for anywhere “might easily deteriorate to an education for 

‘nowhere’ – that is, to an unhappy habituation to places and objects that have lost their 

uniqueness and their connection to natural life” (p. 171). A need exists for the 

development and implementation of locally responsive curriculums which educate 

students on local history, cultures, landscapes, and critical issues and engage students’ 

interests in disciplines that are not represented in the standardized curriculum 

(Gruenewald, 2003b; Gruenewald, 2005; Theobald & Curtiss, 2000). From Dylan’s 

perspective, learning about local places, the history, geography, cultures, and people, was 

absent from her schooling at Beacon High. The development and implementation of 

place-conscious activities in the courses offered at Beacon High may help to resolve 
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tensions experienced in defining and acknowledging achievement and legitimate 

learning, for the creation and implementation of place-conscious curriculums challenge 

conventional notions of success and academic achievement (Gruenewald, 2003b) and the 

idea that the primary goal of public schooling is to prepare youth to be workers and 

consumers in the global economy (Noddings, 2003). 

Rural communities can be restored through developing an understanding of the 

meaning of place and its role in the education of youth (Theobald, 1997). As children 

progress through public schooling over a period of 12 to 14 years, educators along with 

family and community members can use place-conscious curriculums to guide youth in 

knowing and appreciating the places where they live (Theobald, 1997). Smith (2002a) 

has advocated that students can be encouraged to care about their learning when 

communities demonstrate to them that “they live in communities that care for and value 

them, communities willing to acknowledge a long-term dependence on students’ talents 

and interests, communities willing to make their assets and issues an honored part of 

every school’s curriculum” (p. 33). Students learn how to be accountable, responsible, 

respectful, and caring when they are provided with opportunities to work with other 

students, educators, parents, and members of the community on authentic, real life 

community projects (Smith, 2002a; Theobald, 1997). They learn that they can make a 

difference, that they can have a positive impact on the people and places in their 

community, if they commit themselves to working together cooperatively as a team 

(Smith, 2002a). Place-conscious education has the potential to help people understand 

that choosing to stay is not a mark of failure of rural youth, but rather, it enables them to 
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demonstrate their place-based strengths and to actively involve themselves in sustaining 

their rural communities (Theobald, 1997). 

 

Next Steps for Sustaining Rural Schools 

Hedlund and Hine (1995) have stated that rural schools need to claim the title 

rural “with pride and integrity” (p. 9). When a rural community is given the opportunity 

to make use of its unique features and the talents of local people, to emphasize its 

strengths, it has the potential to offer a meaningful education to local youth. According to 

Noddings (2003), “education, by its very nature, should help people to develop their best 

selves – to become people with pleasing talents, useful and satisfying occupations, self-

understanding, sound character, a host of appreciations, and a commitment to continuous 

learning” (p. 23).  

My investigation of rural meanings of schooling and education has revealed 

characteristics of the schooling experiences of one senior level high school student that 

make her education meaningful. Although these characteristics pertain to a single high 

school student’s schooling experiences at a particular high school in a small Ontario 

community during a particular period of time, my in-depth conceptualization of the rural 

context in which this student’s schooling experiences took place will enable others to 

take away certain aspects from this account that are relevant and applicable to their own 

set of unique circumstances. I believe that this study has helped both the participants and 

me develop a deeper understanding of the meanings we attribute to schooling and 

education, especially in a rural context. It is time to use this deeper understanding of rural 

meanings of schooling and education in the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area to develop 

and implement locally responsive curriculums, curriculums which not only utilize the 
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strengths of these communities but also respond to the needs of the people and places 

within these communities. It is in this manner that we can provide rural youth with an 

education that first of all enables them to develop their best selves and secondly 

contributes not only to the sustainability of rural places but also to the restoration of 

community in all places. 
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Appendix A 

Summary of Enrolment and Space Needs for Dusk Valley Public Schools 
 

 
Note. This table is a modified version of a table which was formulated during the school 
closure and consolidation process (Document, 04-05-10). Enrolment numbers represented 
the number of full-time students in each school as of October 31, 2003. In 2003, Rocky 
Shore Middle School offered Grade 5 to Grade 8 and Sandy Ridge Elementary offered 
Kindergarten (kindergarten students counted as 0.5 full-time student) to Grade 4.   

 
 

 
School 

 
Enrolment  

in  
2003 

 
Projected  

enrolment in  
2013 

 
School  
capacity 

 
Percentage  

of  
total space  
required in 

2003 

 
Projected  
percentage  

of  
total space  
required in  

2013 
 
Beacon  
High  
School 

 
432 

 
272 

 
936 

 
46% 

 
29% 

 
Rocky  
Shore  
Middle  
School 

 
270 

 
195 

 
465 

 
58% 

 
42% 

 
Sandy Ridge  
Elementary 

 
260 

 
228 

 
513 

 
51% 

 
44% 
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Appendix B 
 

Letter of Information for Adolescent Participant 

 

As a graduate student in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University, I am writing to 
ask you to participate in my research study entitled, Rural meanings of schooling and 
education: A microethnography from an Ontario community. The purpose of the study is 
to describe and explore rural meanings of schooling and education. It is my hope that a 
deeper understanding of rural meanings of schooling and education may be used to 
develop curriculum that improves the well-being of rural youth in your community and 
may also be used to encourage others to explore rural meanings in their communities. 
The study has received ethical approval from the Queen’s University General Research 
Ethics Board. There are no known risks associated with participation in the study. 
 
Participation in the study will consist of interviews and observations lasting for 1 to 2 
hours conducted by the researcher at times that are convenient for you. I will ask you for 
oral consent to observe your interactions in different contexts, such as the community, the 
school, and the home. You will also be asked to take photographs to document a day in 
your life and the researcher will ask to see some of your school documents, such as tests, 
essays, and report cards. Your total time commitment for participating in this study will 
be approximately 6 to 10 hours over a period of 2 months. Interviews will be audio taped 
and then transcribed, and I will take notes during observation sessions. You will have the 
opportunity to read transcriptions of your interviews, and you can request the removal of 
any information and quotations that you think could identify yourself or cause harm to 
yourself or others in the community. Your parents will be asked to participate in the 
study. You may also be asked to suggest other people who you think may have something 
to contribute to the study and who would be willing to participate in the study. These 
people may include friends, relatives, educators, and people who reside, work, or attend 
school in the community. 
 
To protect your identity, none of the data will contain your name or the name of the 
community, as pseudonyms will be used. Signed consent forms and collected data will be 
stored in a locked filing cabinet. Transcribed data stored on the researcher’s computer 
will be protected by a password. The findings of the study may be used in future Ph.D. 
research, published in academic journals, books, and curriculum materials for schools, 
and presented at conferences. As previously stated, your name and the name of the 
community will not be included in any of the data, and any details about the setting that 
would make it identifiable by non-residents will not be included in published reports. 
 
Your participation in the study is voluntary. You can refrain from responding to any 
questions you would prefer not to answer. You can withhold any school documents from 
the researcher. Also, you can withdraw from the study at any time, and request the 
removal of all or part of the data you provided without any consequences to yourself. 
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If you consent to participate in the study, I ask that you sign the accompanying consent 
form. Since you are under 18 years of age, you will be unable to legally provide consent, 
and your parents will be asked to provide written permission for your participation in the 
study. Your signature on the consent form indicates that you understand the study and 
that you agree to participate. Please keep this letter of information for your own records. 
 
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me at 613-531-2762 or 613-
584-2887, email �������	
����
����
���  or my thesis supervisor, Dr. Howard A. Smith, 
613-533-6000 ext 77413, email ��
������
���
����
��� . For questions, concerns or 
complaints about the research ethics of this study, contact the Dean of the Faculty of 
Education, Dr. Rosa Bruno-Jofré, 613-533-6210, email ��
��������
���
����
���  or the 
Chair of the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 
613-533-6081, email ����������������
����
��� . 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Melissa Blimkie 
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Appendix C 

Consent Form for Adolescent Participant 

 

I have read and retained a copy of the letter of information for the research study entitled 
Rural meanings of schooling and education: A microethnography from an Ontario 
community. I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction.  
 
I am aware that the purpose of the study is to describe and explore rural meanings of 
schooling and education. I am aware that my involvement in the study consists of 
interviews and observations to be conducted by the researcher. I understand that I will be 
asked to take photographs to document a day in my life and that the researcher will ask to 
see some of my school documents, such as tests, essays, and report cards. I am aware that 
my total time commitment for participating in this study will be approximately 6 to 10 
hours over a period of 2 months. I am also aware that my parents will be asked to 
participate in this study. I have been informed that interviews will be audio taped and 
fieldnotes will be taken by the researcher during observation periods. I am aware that I 
will have access to transcriptions of my interviews. 
 
I understand that participation in the study is voluntary and that I can withdraw from the 
study at any time and request the removal of all or part of my data without consequences 
to myself. I also understand that I can refrain from answering any questions that I do not 
want to answer and I can withhold any school documents from the researcher. 
 
I have been told that steps will be taken to ensure confidentiality of information, which 
include the use of pseudonyms for people and places and the storage of data in a locked 
filing cabinet and password protected computer files. 
 
I understand that the findings of the study may be used in future Ph.D. research of the 
researcher, published in academic journals, books, and curriculum materials for schools, 
and presented at conferences. I understand that, upon request, I may have a full 
description of the findings of the study after its completion. 
 
I am aware that if I have any questions about this study, I can contact Melissa Blimkie at 
613-584-2887 or 613-531-2762, email �������	
����
����
���  or her thesis supervisor, Dr. 
Howard A. Smith, 613-533-6000 ext. 77413, email ��
������
���
����
��� . I am also 
aware that for questions, concerns, or complaints about the research ethics of this study, I 
can contact the Dean of the Faculty of Education, Dr. Rosa Bruno-Jofré, 613-533-6210, 
email ��
��������
���
����
���  or the Chair of the Queen’s University General Research 
Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 613-533-6081, email ����������������
����
��� . 
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I have read and understood this consent form and I agree to participate in the study. 
 
Student’s name (Please Print): 
Signature of student: 
Date:     Telephone number: 
 
 
I have read and understood this consent form and I agree to allow my son/daughter to 
participate in the study. 
 
Signature of parent/guardian: 
Date:     Telephone number: 
�
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Appendix D 

Letter of Information for Parent Participant 

 

As a graduate student in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University, I am writing to 
ask you to participate in my research study entitled, Rural meanings of schooling and 
education: A microethnography from an Ontario community. The purpose of the study is 
to describe and explore rural meanings of schooling and education. It is my hope that a 
deeper understanding of rural meanings of schooling and education may be used to 
develop curriculum that improves the well-being of rural youth in your community and 
may also be used to encourage others to explore rural meanings in their communities. 
The study has received ethical approval from the Queen’s University General Research 
Ethics Board. There are no known risks associated with participation in the study. 
 
Participation in the study will consist of conversations and observations conducted by the 
researcher at times that are convenient for you. Your total time commitment for 
participating in this study is less than 5 hours over a period of 3 months. Your 
participation in the study is voluntary. You can refrain from responding to any questions 
you would prefer not to answer. You can withdraw from the study at any time, and 
request the removal of all or part of your data without any consequences to yourself. 
 
To protect your identity, none of the data will contain your name or the name of the 
community, as pseudonyms will be used. Signed consent forms will be stored in a locked 
filing cabinet and research data stored on the researcher’s computer will be protected by a 
password. The findings of the study may be used in future Ph.D. research, published in 
academic journals, books, and curriculum materials for schools, and presented at 
conferences. As previously stated, your name and the name of the community will not be 
included in any of the data, and any details about the setting that would make it 
identifiable by non-residents will not be included in published reports. 
 
If you consent to participate in the study, I ask that you sign the accompanying consent 
form. Your signature on the consent form indicates that you understand the study and that 
you agree to participate. Please keep this letter of information for your own records. 
 
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me at 613-531-2762 or 613-
584-2887, email �������	
����
����
���  or my thesis supervisor, Dr. Howard A. Smith, 
613-533-6000 ext. 77413, email ��
������
���
����
��� . For questions, concerns or 
complaints about the research ethics of this study, contact the Dean of the Faculty of 
Education, Dr. Rosa Bruno-Jofré, 613-533-6210, email ��
��������
���
�����
���  or the 
Chair of the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 
613-533-6081, email ����������������
����
��� . 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Melissa Blimkie 
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Appendix E 

Consent Form for Parent Participant 

 

I have read and retained a copy of the letter of information for the research study entitled 
Rural meanings of schooling and education: A microethnography from an Ontario 
community. I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction.  
 
I am aware that the purpose of the study is to describe and explore rural meanings of 
schooling and education. I am aware that my involvement in the study consists of 
conversations and observations with the researcher. I am aware that my total time 
commitment for participating in this study is less than 5 hours over a period of 3 months.  
 
I understand that participation in the study is voluntary and that I can withdraw from the 
study at any time and request the removal of all or part of my data without consequences 
to myself. I also understand that I can refrain from answering any questions that I do not 
want to answer. 
 
I have been told that steps will be taken to ensure confidentiality of information, which 
include the use of pseudonyms for people and places and the storage of data in a locked 
filing cabinet and password protected computer files. 
 
I understand that the findings of the study may be used in future Ph.D. research, 
published in academic journals, books, and curriculum materials for schools, and 
presented at conferences. I understand that, upon request, I may have a full description of 
the findings of the study after its completion. 
 
I am aware that if I have any questions about this study, I can contact Melissa Blimkie at 
613-584-2887 or 613-531-2762, email �������	
����
����
���  or her thesis supervisor, Dr. 
Howard A. Smith, 613-533-6000 ext. 77413, email ��
������
���
����
��� . I am also 
aware that for questions, concerns, or complaints about the research ethics of this study, I 
can contact the Dean of the Faculty of Education, Dr. Rosa Bruno-Jofré, 613-533-6210, 
email ��
��������
���
����
���  or the Chair of the Queen’s University General Research 
Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 613-533-6081, email ����������������
����
��� . 
 
 
I have read and understood this consent form and I agree to participate in the study. 
 
Participant’s name (Please Print): 
Signature: 
Date:     Telephone number: 
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Appendix F 

Letter of Information for Network Educator 

 

As a graduate student in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University, I am writing to 
ask you to participate in my research study entitled, Rural meanings of schooling and 
education: A microethnography from an Ontario community. The purpose of the study is 
to describe and explore rural meanings of schooling and education. It is my hope that a 
deeper understanding of rural meanings of schooling and education may be used to 
develop curriculum that improves the well-being of rural youth in your community and 
may also be used to encourage others to explore rural meanings in their communities. 
The study has received ethical approval from the Queen’s University General Research 
Ethics Board and by your principal and school board. There are no known risks 
associated with participation in the study. 
 
Participation in the study will consist of 2 to 3 interviews and observations conducted by 
the researcher at times that are convenient for you. I will ask you for oral consent to 
observe your interactions in different contexts. Your total time commitment for 
participating in this study will be approximately 2 to 4 hours over a period of 6 weeks. 
Interviews will be audio taped and then transcribed, and I will take notes during 
observation sessions. You will have the opportunity to read transcriptions of your 
interviews, and you can request the removal of any information and quotations that you 
think could identify yourself or cause harm to yourself or others in the community. You 
may also be asked to suggest other people who you think may have something to 
contribute to the study and who would be willing to participate in the study. These people 
may include friends, relatives, educators, and people who reside, work, or attend school 
in the community. 
 
To protect your identity, none of the data will contain your name or the name of the 
community, as pseudonyms will be used. Signed consent forms and collected data will be 
stored in a locked filing cabinet. Transcribed data stored on the researcher’s computer 
will be protected by a password. The findings of the study may be used in future Ph.D. 
research, published in academic journals, books, and curriculum materials for schools, 
and presented at conferences. As previously stated, your name and the name of the 
community will not be included in any of the data, and any details about the setting that 
would make it identifiable by non-residents will not be included in published reports. 
 
Your participation in the study is voluntary. You can refrain from responding to any 
questions you would prefer not to answer. Also, you can withdraw from the study at any 
time, and request the removal of all or part of the data you provided without any 
consequences to yourself. 
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If you consent to participate in the study, I ask that you sign the accompanying consent 
form. Your signature on the consent form indicates that you understand the study and that 
you agree to participate. Please keep this letter of information for your own records. 
 
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me at 613-531-2762 or 613-
584-2887, email �������	
����
����
���  or my thesis supervisor, Dr. Howard A. Smith, 
613-533-6000 ext 77413, email ��
������
���
����
��� . For questions, concerns or 
complaints about the research ethics of this study, contact the Dean of the Faculty of 
Education, Dr. Rosa Bruno-Jofré, 613-533-6210, email ��
��������
���
����
���  or the 
Chair of the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 
613-533-6081, email ����������������
����
��� . 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Melissa Blimkie 
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Appendix G 
 

Consent Form for Network Educator  

 

I have read and retained a copy of the letter of information for the research study entitled 
Rural meanings of schooling and education: A microethnography from an Ontario 
community. I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction.  
 
I am aware that the purpose of the study is to describe and explore rural meanings of 
schooling and education. I am aware that my involvement in the study consists of 2 to 3 
interviews and observations to be conducted by the researcher. I am aware that my total 
time commitment for participating in this study is approximately 2 to 4 hours over a 
period of 6 weeks. I have been informed that interviews will be audio taped and 
fieldnotes will be taken by the researcher during observation periods. I am aware that I 
will have access to transcriptions of my interviews. 
 
I understand that participation in the study is voluntary and that I can withdraw from the 
study at any time and request the removal of all or part of my data without consequences 
to myself. I also understand that I can refrain from answering any questions that I do not 
want to answer. 
 
I have been told that steps will be taken to ensure confidentiality of information, which 
include the use of pseudonyms for people and places and the storage of data in a locked 
filing cabinet and password protected computer files. 
 
I understand that the findings of the study may be used in future Ph.D. research, 
published in academic journals, books, and curriculum materials for schools, and 
presented at conferences. I understand that, upon request, I may have a full description of 
the findings of the study after its completion. 
 
I am aware that if I have any questions about this study, I can contact Melissa Blimkie at 
613-584-2887 or 613-531-2762, email �������	
����
����
���  or her thesis supervisor, Dr. 
Howard A. Smith, 613-533-6000 ext. 77413, email ��
������
���
����
��� . I am also 
aware that for questions, concerns, or complaints about the research ethics of this study, I 
can contact the Dean of the Faculty of Education, Dr. Rosa Bruno-Jofré, 613-533-6210, 
email ��
��������
���
����
���  or the Chair of the Queen’s University General Research 
Ethics Board, Dr. Joan Stevenson, 613-533-6081, email ����������������
����
��� . 
 
I have read and understood this consent form and I agree to participate in the study. 
 
Participant’s name (Please Print): 
Signature: 
Date:     Telephone number: 
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Appendix H 
 

Oral Presentation to Network Educators 

 

First of all, I would like to thank [name of principal] for giving me the opportunity to 
speak to all of you this afternoon. My name is Melissa Blimkie. I was born and raised in 
[name of community] and many years ago I graduated from [name of high school]. I am 
here this afternoon to talk to you about research I am conducting on rural education and 
to ask you for your participation in this research. Currently, I am graduate student in the 
Faculty of Education at Queen’s University. The purpose of my study is to describe and 
explore rural meanings of schooling and education. My study has received ethical 
approval from the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board and by your 
principal. Your participation in the study is voluntary. Your name and the name of this 
community will not be included in any of the data, and any details about the setting that 
would make it identifiable by non-residents will not be included in published reports.�
 
As I previously mentioned, I am here to ask for your participation in my research study. 
In the Letter of Information, which has been passed around to all of you, participation in 
this study is listed as consisting of interviews and observations for a total time 
commitment of approximately 2 to 4 hours. I would like to emphasize that any amount of 
time you would have available to talk to me about your experiences of teaching in this 
community or any issues that you believe to be significant to understanding rural 
meanings of schooling would be greatly appreciated, whether it be half an hour or an 
hour. Please do not feel discouraged from participating in this study if you do not have 2 
hours to commit, as I consider any amount of time that you would have available to talk 
to me to be valuable to my research. I will be talking to people in [name of community] 
throughout December and January. If you would like to participate in this study or if you 
have any questions about this study, I ask that you contact me at 613-584-2887, email 
�������	
����
����
��� . We can arrange a time and place to meet that are convenient for 
you. I would like to conclude by saying that it is my hope that this study will provide a 
deeper understanding of rural meanings of schooling and education and that this deeper 
understanding could be used to develop and implement school curriculum that is 
responsive to the unique issues and conditions experienced by students living in this 
community. Thank you for listening to my presentation and I look forward to talking to 
you about your teaching experiences in the near future. 
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Appendix I 

Sample Interview Questions for Dylan 

 

Schooling & Courses 
 
�  What is a typical school day like for you? What time do you get up at? How do you 

get to school? How long does it take you to get to school? If you take the school bus, 
what do you do on the bus? What do you do after school? What do you do during the 
evenings of a school night? 

 
�  What courses are you currently taking in school? What are the reasons for taking each 

of these courses? What do you like about these courses? Dislike? What types of 
assignments are required for this course? How are you taught – course text, lecture, 
class discussions, hands-on learning, group work, partner work, individual 
assignments? Amount of homework for each course? How is your performance 
assessed in each course – paper and pencil tests, essays, oral presentations?  

 
�  What is one of your most memorable experiences from high school to this point in 

time? Special teachers, friends, projects, readings, field trips? 
 
Course Selection 
 
�  If you could take any courses in high school, if you did not have to take the 

compulsory courses, what types of courses, subjects, would you want to learn about? 
 
�  What subjects/courses do you think are the most important for you to learn? What are 

your reasons for thinking that? 
 
�  What are your plans after you have finished high school? How long have you had 

these plans? What courses are you taking to prepare you for your future career 
interests? What are some other things you are doing to prepare for your future career?  

 
�  Have you ever considered taking a co-op, correspondence course or an e-learning 

course? 
 
�  Can you think of any instances when you specifically learned about the place where 

you live or the community where you attend school?  
 
�  Would you like to have the opportunity to learn about the place where you live and 

attend school? Have you ever thought about taking an outdoor education program at 
high school? 
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Achievement & Success 
 
�  What do you think is the purpose of attaining a high school diploma?  
 
�  Think of an adult in this community who you believe is successful. Describe the 

specific qualities and achievements that you think make this adult successful. 
 
�  Describe an achievement that made you feel proud. What aspects of this 

accomplishment made it memorable to you? What steps were involved in this 
accomplishment? How did your parents respond to your accomplishment in this 
particular instance? How did your friends respond to this accomplishment? How did 
their responses make you feel? 

 
�  Think about a recent academic achievement. What aspects of this academic 

achievement made it memorable to you? What steps were taken outside of school to 
accomplish this academic achievement? How did your parents respond to your 
academic achievement in this particular instance? How did your teachers respond to 
this academic achievement? How did their responses make you feel? 

 
�  How much homework do you do a week? Do you have homework on most evenings? 

Do you always do the school work that is assigned to you by your teachers? 
 
�  Do you find that you try harder, put more effort into certain subjects? What are those 

subjects? 
 
�  What do you think is a “good” academic mark? How does this definition change 

depending on the context? 
 
�  What are some implications/connotations that are associated with taking an applied 

course? An academic course? 
 
�  Think about a specific instance in high school when you thought your academic 

performance did not meet the expectations of one of your teachers. What were the 
reasons that you believed your academic performance did not meet your teacher’s 
expectations? How did your teacher respond to your academic performance? What 
action did your teacher take to help you improve this academic performance that did 
not meet his or her expectations? 

 
Parents & Schooling 
 
�  Describe the role of your parents with regards to your schoolwork now that you are in 

high school.  
 
�  How informed do you think your parents are about what’s going on at the high 

school? Do they know your marks, when you have tests, exams, special events, 
interview times, etc.? 
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�  Describe the role of your parents with regards to your schoolwork when you were in 

elementary school.  
 
�  Think about a specific instance in high school when you thought your academic 

performance did not meet your parents’ educational expectations. What were the 
reasons that you believed your academic performance did not meet your parents’ 
expectations? What did you perceive your parents’ educational expectations to be? 
How did they convey these educational expectations to you? How did your parents 
respond to your academic performance? What action did your parents take to help 
you improve this academic performance that did not meet their expectations? 

 
�  How might your parents react if you did not graduate from high school or if you did 

not attend some form of post-secondary education? Why do you think that? 
 
�  What kind of things do your parents do to show you they really care about what 

you’re doing in school, your understanding, and your “success”? 
 
School Closures 
 
�  How important is having a high school nearby your home community to you?  
 
�  My understanding is that Grade 7 and 8 moved to the high school building in 

September 2005. From your perspective, in what ways have things changed or 
remained the same since Grade 7 and 8 moved to the high school building? Rooms 
and spaces in the school, rules, interactions with Grade 7 and 8 students and staff, 
issues involving high school students and Grade 7 and 8 students? 

 
�  In what ways were you given the opportunity to express your opinion on the Grade 7 

and 8 school moving into the high school? How did you express your feelings on this 
issue of school closings and consolidation? How did the school and school board 
respond?  

 
�  Do you worry that the high school will not be around in a few years when your 

sibling is in high school or that the high school will contain K to Grade 12? 
 
Life in a Small Community 
 
�  If I had never visited or lived in this community where you live, how would you 

describe it to me? 
 
�  What activities, clubs, or work are you involved in the community where you live? 

The community where you attend school? 
 
�  What are some of the things you like about living in a small town? Dislike? 
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�  How are young people who stay in the area after graduation (or those who do not 
graduate) viewed by the community? 

 
�  Do you ever feel isolated or sheltered in this community from what goes on in the city 

and events going on in the world? Role of the Internet, MSN, etc.? 
 
�  How does having everyone or most people know you affect your behaviour?  
 
�  What additional resources/services/activities would you like to see in the school and 

in the community for youth and people of all ages? 
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Appendix J 
 

Sample Interview Questions for Network Educators 

 

Teaching Practices & Subjects 

�  What courses do you teach? What courses have you taught in the past? How long 
have you been teaching at this school? 

 
�  How do you convey your expectations for academics and behaviour to your students? 

What types of assignments are required for this course? What teaching styles do you 
use – course text, lecture, class discussions, hands-on learning, field trips, group 
work, partner work, individual assignments? Amount of homework for each course? 
How do you assess performance in each course – paper and pencil tests, essays, oral 
presentations? What are the classroom dynamics – loud, quiet, classroom 
participation, caring environment, uncomfortable environment?  

 
�  If you could teach any course/curriculum what would it be? What prevents you from 

teaching these courses/curriculum? 
 
�  Can you think of a memorable activity that helped build school spirit for students and 

staff – to encourage a sense of community within this school? 
 
�  How would you characterize school culture – openness to diverse identities, learning 

styles, and multiple intelligences? How effective is the school in creating a positive 
and caring learning environment for all students? 

 
�  How are you involved in this school? What activities, clubs, or work are you involved 

in the community where you live? 
 
Course Availability 
 
�  How would you characterize the availability of courses listed in the Ontario 

Secondary School Curriculum at this school? Number of courses offered? Types of 
courses offered – arts, science, math, technology, applied, academic?  

 
�  What other course alternatives are available to students? (E-learning, correspondence 

courses?) 
 
�  What factors are taken into consideration when deciding course offerings and 

cancellations? Does it depend on the subject, level, whether or not the course is 
required or an elective? 

 
�  How do the courses offered relate to the courses that students would like to take?  
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�  Do certain subjects and courses receive higher status?  
 
Achievement & Success 
 
�  What do you think is the purpose of attaining a high school diploma?  
 
�  Think of an adolescent in this community who you believe is successful. Describe the 

specific qualities and achievements that you think make this adolescent successful.  
 
�  What types of student achievements are recognized by the school and by the 

community? Do certain types of achievement receive more attention than other types 
of achievement? 

 
�  What do you think is a “good” mark? How does this definition change depending on 

the context?  
 
�  What are some implications/connotations that are associated with taking an applied 

course? An academic course? 
 
Rural Schooling 
 
�  In Ontario’s Rural Plan (2006), the government states that its goal with regards to 

education is to make quality education accessible close to home for students living in 
rural communities. What do you think are the necessary components of a quality 
education? What distance would you consider to be close to home? 

 
�  Can you think of an instance in your teaching when you incorporated the place in 

which your students attend school and live or when your students collaborated with 
members of the community on a project? 

 
�  What are some of the advantages of attending school in a small community? 

Disadvantages?  
 
�  What are some of the advantages of teaching at a school in a small community? 

Disadvantages? 
 
�  What kinds of interactions do you have with other teachers in neighbouring 

community schools? Does a sharing of resources occur between small schools in this 
school board? 

 
�  What additional resources/services/activities would you like to see in the school and 

in the community for youth and people of all ages? 
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School Closure & Consolidation 
 
�  What does the physical presence of a high school mean to the people in this 

community? To the sustainability of this community? 
 
�  My understanding is that Grade 7 and 8 moved to the high school building in 

September 2005. From your perspective, in what ways have things changed or 
remained the same since Grade 7 and 8 moved to the high school building? Rooms 
and spaces in the school, rules, interactions with Grade 7 and 8 students and staff, 
issues involving high school students and Grade 7 and 8 students? 
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Appendix K 
 

Sample Interview Transcription (07-02-12) 
�

�
�
M: These next questions are more about life in a small town. Can you think of any 

experiences that are unique to going to school in a small place? 
Dylan: Going to school with your cousins. There was one guy who moved to [Pearl Bay], 

I guess he lives half way between, anyways, so he came in and he said, I went to 
[name of one of the high schools in a community with a population of 14,000, 
located 53 km away from Dusk Valley], and I said, do you know such and such 
and he knew my cousins…Yah, it’s small. Everyone knows everybody. 

M: There are some teachers that everybody has had them? 
Dylan: My dad had my kindergarten teacher when he was in Grade 3 or 4 and my Grade 

1/2 teacher was his Grade 5/6 teacher and then his Grade 8 teacher was my Grade 
7 teacher and now my sister has [her], the other teacher, for Grade 7 too. 

M: That’s unique isn’t it? 
Dylan: Yah. 
M: What do you think would be the reaction of a teenager who had lived in the city, 

if they came here? 
Dylan: Culture shock.  
M: What things about living in [the Dusk Valley and Pearl Bay area] would be 

shocking? 
Dylan: I guess they would get used to it but I think there is definitely a bit of culture 

shock. One [student] came and [she] was from [name of city] and [she] said, 
there’s nothing to do around here. [She’s] actually considering moving back on 
[her] own because there’s nothing to do for [her]. [She] said, I just want to go 
back and actually do stuff. 

M: Are there any things you would like to see happen here? Any additional services? 
Dylan: I want there to be a teen centre. Somewhere teens from [Pearl Bay] and [Dusk 

Valley] can get together, hang out together. If they need to do homework or 
something, they have access to computers and resources, and all that stuff. The 
people who have been doing it, put forward as the campaign thing for one of the 
people who is running for mayor, but that’s not going to happen because he didn’t 
get elected… 

M: So you would like to see someplace where you could hang out? 
Dylan: Yah. Kids get bored and then they get into trouble. They’re like, it’s because 

they’re teenagers. No, it’s because they’re bored teenagers. When there’s a base 
ball diamond or stuff like that. Devil’s night is bored kids. If there was a huge 
dance or something, kids would go to the dance rather than spray painting stuff. 

M: There are a lot of different things you can do but there’s not a place where you 
can go and talk? 

Dylan: You can’t go to the library. You have to be quiet in the library. You can’t hang 
out in front of stores. They might think you’re going to steal something. Places 
that the teens did hang out, they’ve been kicked out of. They took the benches out 
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of the gazebo in [Pearl Bay] because it wasn’t for teenagers. They had the gazebo 
for the parents supposedly, but the teenagers hung out there. They took out the 
benches because they didn’t want us to hang out there. There’s nowhere for us to 
hang out. 

M: So would like to see something in [Pearl Bay]? 
Dylan: Halfway between or something. Or even if there was a bus that you could go up 

to. There’re a bunch of empty buildings, why wouldn’t you do something with 
that? 
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Appendix L 
 

Interview Transcription Communication  

 

Email Subject: Interview Transcript – Melissa’s Rural Research 

Dear [name of network educator]: 
 
Hello! I hope you are doing well. I have finished transcribing our interview. I have 
included a copy of the transcription for your viewing. Take as much time as you need to 
read the transcribed interview.  
 
If there are any sections or details that you would like removed from the transcript, please 
let me know and I will permanently remove them from the transcript. Maintaining your 
confidentiality is very important to me. I will ask for your permission before I use any 
direct quotations and I will provide you with the writing context in which the quotations 
will be used.  
 
I would like to thank you for participating in my research study. I really appreciate your 
time and your thoughts on teaching and learning in a rural community! I will give you a 
copy of my findings once my thesis is complete, which will be in the summer. Please 
email me at �������	
����
����
���  or call me at 1-613-531-2762, if you have any 
questions or concerns regarding my research and/or your participation. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Melissa Blimkie 
�


