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Abstract

This study explored 118 Rural Public Colleges (RPCs) throughout the United
States and the counties in which they are located. The findings show that
RPCs act as anchor institutions by facilitating rural health infrastructure
and workforce and economic development. Despite narratives of
declining enrollments among RPCs, the study finds evidence of growing
enrollments among many RPCs as well as diversifying student bodies,
which points to the importance of these institutions to promoting rural
postsecondary access. The study concludes with research, policy, and
practice recommendations to strengthen the contributions RPCs make
as anchor institutions to the people and communities they serve.
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rior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
some rural public colleges (RPCs)
faced challenges, including popu-
lation losses and competition from
other colleges contributing to en-
rollment declines (Grawe, 2018). As a result
of state funding cuts, RPCs have less rev-
enue per student than urban and suburban
colleges (Koricich et al., 2020). Some state
policymakers are also considering merging
or closing RPCs, which would create rural
job losses and curtail rural postsecondary
access (Whitford, 2020). COVID-19 inten-
sified these challenges as RPCs faced rev-
enue losses from closed or underutilized
residence halls and dining facilities, as well
as increased costs to mitigate the spread of
the virus (Mitchell, 2020). When faced with
funding cuts and enrollment declines, RPCs
are often unable to increase tuition because
doing so can cause enrollment losses and
erode their access missions (Doyle, 2020).

The second coronavirus relief bill passed by
Congress in late December of 2020 allocated
$23 billion to higher education, which was
short of the amount requested by higher
education organizations to prevent wide-
spread budget cuts (Murakami, 2020). The
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Chronicle of Higher Education estimated that,
as a sector, higher education shed at least
10% of its workforce between February and
October 2020 (Bauman, 2020). As part of the
CARES Act, the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services announced a targeted
allocation of $10 billion to support rural hos-
pitals. The announcement acknowledged that
rural hospitals “are more financially exposed
to significant declines in revenue or increases
in expenses” and “operate on especially
thin margins” compared to urban hospi-
tals (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2020). We argue that the same is
true for RPCs. Like hospitals, RPCs are vital
social institutions that directly contribute to
rural educational attainment, cultures, and
economies (Orphan & McClure, 2019). In this
article we conceptualize RPCs as “anchor
institutions” for rural communities, mean-
ing they are invested in specific places and
unlikely to move (as businesses might), and
they are essential to the well-being of their
regions (Orphan & McClure, 2019; Serang et
al., 2013).

This study explored how 118 RPCs contrib-
uted to rural communities during the height
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although this
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study does not focus on the pandemic per se,
we chose to study RPCs during this time be-
cause doing so exposed how RPCs serve their
communities, particularly in times of crisis.
The selected colleges prioritize postsecond-
ary access, particularly for populations that
have had difficulty entering and finishing
college. We were guided by these research
questions: Which institutions are rural public
colleges? And how do RPCs serve as anchor
institutions for their communities? We first
wanted to identify RPCs and then under-
stand how they contribute to public health,
workforce development, and postsecondary
access, because rural communities often
face acute disparities in these areas (North
Carolina Rural Health Research Center, 2020;
Provasnik et al., 2007).

This study found that RPCs act as anchor
institutions by facilitating rural health in-
frastructure and economic development.
Despite narratives of declining enrollments
among RPCs, we found that enrollments
were growing and becoming more diverse
across the 118 colleges. We also created a
novel approach to empirically identifying
broad access institutions (BAIs) that serve
rural communities. The article concludes
with policy, practice, and research recom-
mendations to advance and strengthen the
significant contributions of RPCs.

Literature Review

To contextualize our study, we reviewed re-
search about educational attainment, public
health, and economic disparities among rural
communities. We also reviewed research
exploring how colleges and universities
promote community development in light of
these challenges.

Rural Educational Attainment and
Opportunity

Rural communities have lower educational
attainment levels compared to other locales,
although high school graduation rates have
improved (Gibbs, 1998; Provasnik et al.,
2007). Research has found that rural stu-
dents attend college at lower rates than
their suburban and urban peers (Gibbs,
1998; Koricich et al., 2018; Yan, 2002). One
study found that rural students were more
likely to delay college attendance and not
to be continuously enrolled (Byun et al.,
2015). Rural college students are also more
likely to be low-income and first-generation
(Koricich et al., 2018; Sowl & Crain, 2021).
Racial disparities additionally shape the

experiences of rural students of color. For
example, Sansone et al.’s (2020) examina-
tion of community racial composition and
college-going rates in Texas found that
the proportion of Latinx students among
a community’s college-going population
was smaller than the proportion of Latinx
residents in the community’s overall popu-
lation, with this disparity being greatest in
rural areas.

Hughes et al. (2019) explored how rural
students’ college choice processes are in-
fluenced by the availability of postsecondary
options and familial, school, and community
influences. Research shows that rural stu-
dents have a greater likelihood of attending
community colleges (Byun et al., 2017; Irvin
et al., 2017; Koricich et al., 2018) and that
many rural students do not have the same
proximity to a variety of postsecondary op-
tions as their urban and suburban peers.

Regions without BAIs are more likely to
be rural (Hillman & Weichman, 2016;
Rosenboom & Blagg, 2018). A previous
study found that the majority of public,
bachelor’s-granting institutions in rural
and town settings were baccalaureate in-
stitutions and regional public universities
(Koricich et al., 2020). Also less represented
in these rural communities are research-
intensive universities, which, on average,
have higher endowment assets, which cor-
relate with student success. The relative lack
of resources for RPCs shapes the academic
and cocurricular opportunities for students
(Koricich et al., 2020).

On balance, this research demonstrates
that BAIs are important facilitators of rural
postsecondary access, yet not all rural com-
munities have BAIs. Some RPCs navigate
constrained funding environments, which
affects their ability to support rural students.

Rural Public Health

Rural communities experienced lower
mental health, employment, earnings po-
tential, job availability, and overall quality of
life during the COVID-19 pandemic (Mueller
et al., 2020). This situation is due, in part, to
inadequate health care access. Rural popula-
tions also tend to be older, have a greater
chronic disease burden, and express nega-
tive feelings toward preventive care—all
factors compounding rural health disparities
(Slater, 2023). Financial means to pay for
services, proximity to services, confidence
to communicate with health care providers,
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and stigma are additional barriers to health
care for rural residents. These challenges are
particularly acute for the one in five rural
Americans who are immigrants, Indigenous,
or people of color—groups who routinely
experience difficulties accessing appropri-
ate health care due to systemic inequities
(Junod et al., 2020).

Another ongoing challenge for rural health
care is a shortage of health care workers,
though community nonuse, such as being
unable to find an appropriate care provider,
may also be a factor (Slater, 2023). Rural
people are also more likely to lack health
insurance and broadband internet access,
which constrains telehealth availability.
Rural communities often lack access to
dental, mental health, substance use dis-
order, postnatal, and home health care,
which can be services offered by colleges
and universities within the region. The role
of public colleges in addressing rural public
health challenges has been underexam-
ined in the literature with the exception of
Orphan and McClure (2019), who found that
one Appalachian rural regional public uni-
versity had adapted campus programming
to address the health needs of its local com-
munity. This research demonstrates that
rural communities faced health challenges
prior to the pandemic that have become
exacerbated.

Rural Community Development

Educational institutions promote commu-
nity development in rural communities. At
the postsecondary level, Miller and Tuttle
(2007) found rural communities rely heav-
ily on their local community colleges, which
play multifaceted civic, social, and economic
roles. Moreover, growing up near a college
has led people in rural communities to have
significantly different, and more positive,
views of local education. Having an af-
fordable, accessible college nearby may
reduce or mitigate rural “brain drain” by
providing reason for local residents to stay.
Community-specific job training and con-
tinuing education can encourage students
to remain in their hometowns after gradu-
ation. For example, institutions that serve
rural communities might offer degree paths
in agriculture or tourism if those are impor-
tant industries in the region, and students
can take that knowledge and skill back home
when they graduate, which promotes work-
force development (Koricich et al., 2022;
Orphan & McClure, 2019).

Maxim and Muro (2020) found that Great
Lakes regions with a regional public univer-
sity experienced fewer job losses during the
Great Recession than regions without one.
These communities also recovered faster
from the Great Recession and had higher per
capita income. The most common majors
students pursued at these institutions were
in business, education, and public health—
three areas that align with the workforce
needs of rural communities. In a follow-up
analysis, Maxim and Muro (2021) argued
that regional public universities are anchor
institutions that are especially important to
economically distressed communities.

The Alliance for Research on Regional
Colleges (ARRC) released a report identify-
ing 1,087 rural-serving institutions (RSIs),
or institutions that serve rural communities
(Koricich et al., 2022). ARRC differentiated
between rural-serving and rural-located
institutions, stating that rural-located
institutions are in places that state or
federal classifications have designated as
rural, whereas RSIs may be adjacent to
rural counties, have varying population
sizes in the home county, be adjacent to a
metro area, and confer degrees within rural
economic areas of need. RSIs account for
83% of postsecondary institutions located
in low-employment counties, more than
two thirds of postsecondary institutions
located in persistent poverty counties, and
53% of postsecondary institutions located in
persistent child-poverty counties.

As this literature review demonstrates, rural
communities face unique disparities that
anchor institutions, such as public colleges,
could address. Although research demon-
strates that rural institutions support work-
force development and postsecondary access,
we know less about how they enact a broader
anchor institution mission to promote post-
secondary access and public health in rural
communities. The current study addresses
these knowledge needs by exploring how
RPCs serve as anchor institutions.

Theoretical Framework

We used the anchor institution framework
to explore how postsecondary institu-
tions support rural communities (Harris
& Holley, 2016). Anchor institutions are
“locally embedded institutions, typically
non-governmental public sector, cultural
or other civic organizations, that are of
significant importance to the economy and
the wider community” (Goddard et al., 2014,
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p- 307). Anchor institutions include hospi-
tals, community foundations, government
agencies, and postsecondary institutions
(Birch et al., 2013; AITF, 2009), all of which
foster urban development and provide direct
employment while increasing purchasing
power and sustaining real estate stability
(Harris & Holley, 2016).

At its core, an institution anchors its com-
munity through “mission, invested capital,
and relationships to customers or employees
. . . tied to a certain location” (Webber &
Karlstrom, 2009). Some researchers specify
that anchor institutions are urban, though
the meaning of “city” has expanded to in-
clude suburbs, exurbs, periurbs, and “the
urban space within which anchor institu-
tions are expected to operate” (Birch et al.,
2013, p. 9). Anchor institutions may also
have short-term, project-oriented initia-
tives in addition to longer term shared
decision making and goal setting with the
community (Fulbright-Anderson et al.,
2001). The economic benefits provided by
anchor institutions are notably important to
community-based organizations.

Medical centers acting as anchor institu-
tions provide benefits through public health
initiatives like clinics, an increase in gro-
cery stores in communities, and increased
graduation rates for K-12 students due to
improved physical health (Slater, 2023).
During the COVID-19 pandemic, medical
anchor institutions—both university- and
non-university-affiliated—created inno-
vative health services to reach rural com-
munities, such as mobile units for testing
and vaccines, door-to-door screenings and
education, smartphone access, and pro-
gramming targeting people with substance
use disorders.

Scholars have primarily used the anchor
institution framework to examine organiza-
tions in urban settings; however, Fulbright-
Anderson and colleagues (2001) acknowl-
edged that there are different definitions
of community, which may include rural
regions. Additionally, recent research has
examined how a regional public university
acted as a rural anchor institution by invest-
ing in community capitals, demonstrating
the utility of this framework for exploring
how RPCs serve their local communities
(Orphan & McClure, 2019).

We conceptualize rural anchor institutions
as postsecondary institutions that align
their institutional operations with the needs

of their rural communities. In this way,
rural anchor institutions are distinct from
urban anchor institutions, as they would
address the unique issues facing rural com-
munities. Rural anchor institutions could
provide direct employment opportunities
for the region (Koricich et al., 2022) while
contributing to the economic resilience of
communities through promoting civic en-
gagement, specialized trainings, strategic
microloans, and cohort-based education for
local entrepreneurs (Plaut et al., 2013). We
also conceptualize rural anchor institutions
as BAIs that intentionally foster postsec-
ondary access to address the educational
disparities facing rural communities (Crisp
et al., 2021; Provasnik et al., 2007). Taylor
and Luter (2013) highlighted how tutoring
and service-learning opportunities connect
college students with local communities to
improve public education—rural anchor in-
stitutions might engage in activities like this
as well. Rural anchor institutions may also
attend to the public health issues facing their
local communities. RPCs serving as anchor
institutions could consciously and strategi-
cally apply long-term, place-based economic
support in combination with human and
intellectual resources to improve the sur-
rounding community (Hodges & Dubb, 2012).

Methods

Our methods focused on first identifying
RPCs and then exploring how they served
their rural communities as anchor institu-
tions. Our analysis began with all public,
bachelor’s-granting institutions in all 50
states with the Carnegie classifications of
Baccalaureate (Diverse Fields and Arts &
Sciences) Institutions, Master’s Institutions,
and Research/Doctoral Institutions. Because
we were interested in examining institu-
tions that enacted place-based missions as
potential anchor institutions, we excluded
institutions with a dominant online-only
focus. Community colleges are also signifi-
cant to rural communities and merit atten-
tion (Miller & Tuttle, 2007), but we focused
on bachelor’s-granting institutions. We
answer our first research question (which
institutions are RPCs) in the Methods sec-
tion, and our second (how RPCs serve as
anchor institutions) in the Findings section.

Which Institutions Are Rural
Public Colleges?

We were interested in identifying RPCs that
fostered postsecondary access. We used ex-
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ploratory factor analysis (EFA) to investigate
the extent to which specific variables would
cluster together in ways that are easily
recognizable as institutional accessibility.
Some researchers tied broad accessibility to
a single indicator, such as institutions that
admit at least 80% of students (Crisp et al.,
2021). Although an 80% admissions rate
demonstrates an aspect of accessibility—
namely, admissions—we were interested in
developing a more comprehensive approach
to identifying BAIs. To do so, we initially
included what we expected to be direct mea-
sures of accessibility (like admissions rates)
and antecedents of accessibility (like higher
enrollments for Pell-eligible students). This
analysis was designed to be somewhat ag-
nostic in the early stages (including more
variables than the literature would suggest)
to provide a more open analysis of the ways
in which institutions cluster in the EFA,
and then the later stages involved combin-
ing what we learned from the EFA with the
literature to identify a more comprehensive
measure for identifying BAIs.

We included 18 variables in the first analysis,
which we drew from prior research about
accessibility and BAIs (Crisp et al., 2021):
out-of-state cost, in-state cost, standard-
ized test scores, research mission, average
net price, average net price for the lowest
income bracket, online program offerings,
remedial education offerings, percentage
admitted, percentage of students with Pell,
percentage White students, percentage
Asian students, percentage Black students,
percentage Hispanic students, HBCU, per-
centage of students with loans, average
amount of loans, and percentage of stu-
dents from out of state. Factor analysis with
varimax rotation yielded three factors with

eigenvalues above 1.0. We ran the analysis
again with three factors retained. The ei-
genvalues for the three retained factors were
3.69, 3.65, and 2.85. Some variables loaded
on multiple factors, but the variables that
loaded strongly on Factor 1 clearly revealed
evidence of an access-focused clustering
among institutions. Factor 2 was unique in
its loading of HBCU status and percentage
of students identifying as Black/African
American. Factor 3 was unique in its loading
of variables associated with wealthy institu-
tions (high net price, high percentage White,
high percentage out of state). We then took
the variables that loaded on Factor 1 (lower
in-state cost, lower out-of-state cost, lower
net price, lower test scores, higher percent-
age admitted, online program offerings, re-
medial education offerings, a non-research-
focused mission, higher percentage White,
lower percentage Asian, higher percentage
of students with loans, and lower percent-
age of international students) and compared
these variables with the literature on BAIs
and with our goal of identifying elements
that are more closely connected to the de-
cisions made by the administration of the
institution, not just correlates of access.

Our analysis and evaluation resulted in our
identifying six variables within three cat-
egories that we used to define BAIs: acces-
sibility in admissions, cost, and inclusive
academic offerings (see Table 1). For acces-
sibility in admissions, variables included the
admissions rate and the 25th percentile for
math standardized test scores. For cost, the
variables included in-state tuition and fees
and the average price after financial aid. For
inclusive academic program offerings, the
variables included whether institutions had
developmental education courses and at least

Table 1. Variables Used to Identify Broad Access Institutions

Variable component

Component loadings

.

Admissions rate
Accessibility in admissions

.

25th percentile for math standardized test scores

.

Cost for students

.

In-state tuition and fees

Average price students pay after financial aid

.

Inclusive academic programs

.

Presence of remedial course offerings to support underprepared students

Availability of fully online undergraduate degree programs

To determine rurality « Urbanization

Note. Data obtained from NCES (2020).
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one completely online undergraduate pro-
gram, which demonstrates a commitment to
educating students who are physically unable
to come to campus. We combined these vari-
ables into a factor score, with institutions
above the mean being included in the final
group. Public institutions listed as having
open admissions policies were automati-
cally added to the group of BAIs, resulting in
a group of 327 institutions.

Next, we identified which of the 327 BAIs
we identified were rural. We explored the
multiple definitions from various govern-
ment agencies, including county-level
Census definitions, definitions from the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic
Research Service (USDA-ERS), state-level
definitions, and institution-level definitions
from the U.S. Department of Education’s
Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS; National Center for
Education Statistics, n.d.). The IPEDS defi-
nition of urbanization (locale) includes four
categories (city, suburb, town, rural) and
three subgroups within each category, re-
sulting in 12 groups. We compared these dif-
fering governmental definitions and found
consistency between the IPEDS town and

Figure 1. Distribution of Rural Publi

rural designations and the other county-
based definitions of rural. Ultimately, we
coded rural institutions by collapsing the
IPEDS urbanization variable, with all town
and rural designations coded as rural and
all city and suburb designations coded as
nonrural, which resulted in a group of 118
RPCs and 209 non-RPCs (see Appendix for
the list of RPCs).

As Figure 1 shows, the final group of RPCs
is geographically diverse, with 39 U.S.
states represented. The group includes eight
Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUSs), eight Hispanic-Serving Institutions,
one Asian American and Native American
Pacific Islander-Serving Institution, and
six Native American-Serving Nontribal
Institutions. The average headcount enroll-
ment was 4,300, but there was a range. Some
RPCs had headcount enrollments over 20,000,
and others had fewer than 1,000. Most of the
BAIs are undergraduate-focused colleges that
primarily enroll in-state students.

Exploring How Rural Public Colleges Act
as Anchor Institutions

To explore how and whether RPCs acted as
anchor institutions for rural communities,

c Colleges Across the United States
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Note. Data obtained from NCES (2020).
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we performed exploratory descriptive sta-
tistical analyses comparing the RPCs to the
non-RPCs (results presented in the Findings
section). Loeb et al. (2017) emphasized the
importance of descriptive analyses in educa-
tion to identify socially important phenom-
ena that have not previously been recognized.
They demonstrated that descriptive analysis
can stand on its own as a research product
and can inform policy and practice. Because
no research had examined RPCs in this way
at the time of our analysis, we used descrip-
tive analysis to gain a better understanding
of their contributions and characteristics.

Our first step was to examine the commu-
nities served by the 118 BAIs we identified
to understand how they might be acting as
rural anchor institutions. Using county-level
data from the American Community Survey
(United States Census Bureau, 2022) and
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (2020),
we examined employment, educational at-
tainment, poverty, and disability rates. We
also examined public health data from the
University of Wisconsin Population Health
Institute’s County Health Rankings and
Roadmaps, as well as the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, to understand
the public health context and recent coro-
navirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) metrics. We
compared rural counties with at least one BAI
to nonrural counties with the same. We used
t-tests to determine whether differences be-
tween rural and nonrural counties were sta-

tistically significant. Tables 2 and 3 include
the results from our t-tests and associated p
values, showing a statistical significance at
either the .05 or .01 level.

We then analyzed enrollment and program-
matic data of BAIs in rural and nonrural
counties. When appropriate, we compared
RPCs to non-RPCs to understand how each
sector acted as anchor institutions, and to
determine whether there were differences in
how each group of BAIs enacted an anchor
institution mission depending on locale.
Below is a list of sources we used for the
variables we conceptualized as indicating an
anchor institution mission through our anal-
ysis of prior literature and our theoretical
framework.

- County-level data from the
American Community Survey,
including employment, low em-
ployment, educational attainment,
poverty, and disability rates (U.S.
Census Bureau, n.d.).

- Public health data from the
University of Wisconsin Population
Health Institute’s County Health
Rankings and Roadmaps (2022) to
understand the public health con-
text and recent COVID-19 metrics.

- Data from the U.S. Small Business
Administration (n.d.) regarding in-
stitutions that host a small business
or technology development center.

Table 2. Educational Attainment Comparison of Rural and
Nonrural Counties With Broad Access Institutions

No diploma HS diploma Some college College degree
Rural mean 9.87% 30.14% 32.2% 27.8%
Nonrural mean 11.01% 25.49% 30.77% 32.73%
t-score 2.04 —6.86 -2.56 4.72
p-value p <.05 p<.01 p<.05 p<.01

Table 3. Percentage Poverty Comparison of Rural and Nonrural
Counties With Broad Access Institutions

Rural mean
Nonrural mean
t-score

p-value

14.43
18.14
-6.52

p<.01
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- Data from the Institute of Museum
and Library Services (2018) to de-
termine which rural colleges hosted
museums.

- IPEDS data on bachelor’s, master’s,
doctoral, certificate, and associ-
ates degrees awarded; top 10 types
of degrees awarded; enrollment
(headcount and FTE); admissions
rates; enrollment rates for adult
students, students of color, and
low-income students; online en-
rollments; tuition and fees; state
appropriations; auxiliary revenue;
per student revenue; net tuition
revenue per student; number of
employees employed by institutions
(NCES, 2020).

This research utilized existing, publicly
available databases, so no IRB approval was
necessary.

Findings

Our analysis indicated that RPCs act as
anchor institutions in support of their rural
communities in a variety of ways, including
increasing access to education, sustaining
the local workforce, and fostering access to
health care, which was especially important
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Each find-
ing and its related data are discussed in turn.

Fostering Rural Postsecondary Access

The first way in which the RPCs we ex-
amined served as anchor institutions was
through fostering rural postsecondary access.
Although students from many rural areas
graduate from high school and enter college
at similar rates to those of nonrural stu-
dents, fewer rural students complete college.
According to the Economic Research Service
(Parker, 2016), low education counties are
those in which 20% or more of residents do
not have a high school diploma or equivalent.
The difference in the number of rural versus
nonrural low education counties that we ex-
amined was not statistically significant. Only
3% of the rural counties we examined were
designated as low education, compared to
5% of nonrural counties. However, as Figure
2 shows, the rural counties had a lower
percentage of residents with college degrees
(including certificates). This difference in
postsecondary attainment could be due to
rural residents having fewer postsecondary
options, as well as higher poverty, which
makes it difficult to afford college. In the

rural counties we analyzed, 18% of residents
live at or below the poverty line, compared
to 14% in the nonrural counties. This finding
suggests that RPCs, as BAIs, may be serving
larger shares of students with financial needs
than BAIs in nonrural areas.

Our analysis found that between 2003 and
2018, aggregate enrollment at the 118 RPCs
increased, both in terms of full-time en-
rollment (FTE) and headcount enrollments
(Figure 3 shows average FTE per institution
and average overall enrollment, which in-
cludes FTE and headcount). The latter mea-
sure is important because many RPCs serve
students who attend part time, and head-
count is a better indicator of the number
of students they serve. Our findings show
that RPCs have maintained a commitment
to serving rural communities and, in some
cases, expanded the number of students
they serve over time.

We found that RPC students have become
more racially diverse over time, which may
reveal an institutional focus on serving resi-
dents in their rural communities, as well as
reflecting the racial diversification of rural
communities. As Figure 4 demonstrates,
the majority of RPC students are White.
However, the share of White students has
declined. The percentage of Black students
has remained relatively constant, but the
share of Hispanic/Latinx students has in-
creased. This latter finding is likely driven,
in part, by the fact that the rural Latinx pop-
ulation grew by 50% between 2000 and 2010
(Ajilore & Willingham, 2020). RPCs are also
an important access point for Indigenous
and Native American students, a majority
of whom live in rural communities (U.S.
Department of Education, 2020).

RPCs also enroll above-average shares of
adult students and students receiving Pell
grants compared to all bachelor’s degree
granting public colleges (see Figure 5).

As many institutions reduced in-person in-
struction due to COVID-19, online education
became critical to ensuring students could
continue their educations. Even prior to the
pandemic, delivering educational offerings
online or in hybrid formats was a part of
promoting access, particularly for colleges
serving rural populations that may live far
from campus (Orphan & McClure, 2019).
Figure 6 shows that, since 2012, there has
been an increase in the percentage of RPC
undergraduates enrolled partially or entirely
online.
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Online enrollments for RPC graduate stu-
dents increased at a much higher rate over
the same time period, showing potential
alignment between campus operations and
regional employment needs. As Figure 7
shows, the share of graduate students en-
rolled entirely online increased from 35%
to 50%. Unlike undergraduate students,
there has been no corresponding increase
in the share of graduate students enrolled
in hybrid programs. Rather, this proportion
has remained fairly static, with only a slight

decline since 2012. Although the data do not
allow for disaggregation of online students
by home county, the growth in fully online
programs expands the regional reach of RPCs
and promotes rural postsecondary access.

Sustaining Local Economies and Fueling
Community Development

Second, we found that RPCs are aligning in-
stitutional operations with community and
economic development efforts in their rural

Figure 2. Percentage of Residents with College Degrees by
Rural and Nonrural Counties

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

S

0% No HS Diploma HS Diploma

Bl Rural Counties

Some College College Degree

B Non-Rural Counties

Note. Data obtained from the American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).

Figure 3. Average Aggregate and Full-Time Student Enrollment
Among Rural Public Colleges, 2003-2018
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Figure 4. Undergraduate Student Enrollment at Rural Public
Colleges by Race/Ethnicity
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Figure 5. Average Enrollment at Rural Public Colleges and
All Public Colleges by Age and Pell Grant Recipients
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Figure 6. Percentage of Enrolled Undergraduate Students at Rural
Public Colleges by Online Course Modality, 2012-2018
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Figure 7. Percentage of Enrolled Graduate Students at Rural
Public Colleges by Online Course Modality, 2012-2018
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communities. RPCs are often large employ-
ers in counties with limited job opportunities.
According to the American Community Survey
(Sanders, 2025), low employment counties
are those in which less than 65% of residents
aged 25-64 are employed. Our analysis of
employment rates of counties (U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.) found a statistically significant
difference in the number of rural counties
with an RPC designated as low employ-
ment versus nonrural counties with a BAL
Seventeen percent of counties with RPCs were
low employment counties, compared to 7%
of nonrural counties with a similar institu-
tion, suggesting that some RPCs serve coun-
ties with fewer employment opportunities or
counties with more unemployed people.

On average, RPCs employed over 500 people,
not including third-party contractors
(NCES, 2020). These institutions may create
jobs that prevent their counties from being
designated as low employment. Our analysis
found that 19 out of the 115 counties served
by RPCs were low employment counties;
however, that number would jump to 51 if
the jobs provided by RPCs were ended. To
further explore the role of RPCs in local em-
ployment, we compared two counties that
were not designated as low employment:
Watauga County in North Carolina and
Marquette County in Michigan (U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.). In Watauga County, almost
75% of adults are employed. Appalachian
State University (ASU), an RPC, is one of the
county’s major employers, with 3,217 fac-

ulty and staff members (NCES, 2020). Using
just direct employment of 3,217, ASU is re-
sponsible for 19% of the jobs in Watauga
County. In a hypothetical scenario in which
the jobs provided by ASU were lost, Watauga
County’s employment rate would drop to
61%, making it a low employment county.
In Marquette County, 68% of adults are em-
ployed (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). Northern
Michigan University (NMU) has 1,050 fac-
ulty and staff members, representing an
estimated 5% of jobs in the county (NCES,
2020). Without the jobs provided by NMU,
Marquette County would be designated as
low employment.

Beyond direct employment, we found that
47% of the RPCs host a small business or tech-
nology development center. These centers
are important because rural communities
have higher per capita self-employed busi-
ness rates than urban communities (Thiede
et al., 2017).

Another way RPCs foster local economies is
through workforce development. As shown
in Figure 8 and Figure 9, RPCs are focused
on undergraduate education, slowly in-
creasing the number of bachelor’s degrees
awarded each year alongside marked growth
in certificates and associate’s degrees.

We further found that RPCs had aligned
their degree and certificate offerings with
high-demand industries in rural commu-
nities. The major industries in rural com-
munities across the United States include

Figure 8. Total Degrees Awarded by Rural Public Colleges, 2011-2019
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Figure 9. Total Certificates and Associate’s Degrees Awarded by
Rural Public Colleges, 2011-2019

12,000

10,000

8,000 /
6,000

4,000

2,000

> & & e
2 " ® P
Certificates

Note. Data obtained from IPEDS (NCES, 2020).

hospitality and tourism, resource manage-
ment and extraction, health professions,
small business ownership, and education
(USDA, 2020). Figure 10 shows that the top
10 degrees produced by RPCs align with
these industries, with business, health pro-
fessions, and education occupying the top
three spots, demonstrating alignment be-
tween degree offerings and rural economic
needs.

RPCs also produced 16,248 degrees in health
professions and related programs, includ-
ing 9,662 nursing degrees, 13,067 teaching
certificates, and 6,573 degrees in homeland
security, law enforcement, firefighting, and
related protective services in 2019. Research
has surfaced shortages of nurses, teachers,
and police officers in some rural areas,
emphasizing the importance of RPCs of-
fering these degrees (Burrows et al., 2012;
Latterman & Steffes, 2017; Weisner et al.,
2020). Furthermore, many rural commu-
nities are rich in natural resources and
have robust tourism and natural resource
management sectors. A 2020 Brookings
Institution report found that “of the 121
U.S. counties with more than a fifth of

o

O
P o)

——— Associate’s

their workforce in hospitality, 89 are rural
areas” (Loh et al., 2020). RPCs produced
5,261 degrees in parks, recreation, leisure,
and fitness management in 2019. As was
discussed, rural communities are also hubs
of entrepreneurship and small business
ownership, and RPCs graduated 24,635
business majors in 2019.

Beyond direct economic and workforce
development, we found that RPCs support
the cultural life of their regions. Using data
from the Institute of Museum and Library
Services (2018) we found that 64% of the
RPCs host a museum. In some cases, rural
communities are far from cities where
museums and performances may be more
readily available, and some of the RPCs
hosted the only museum in their county.
These findings demonstrate how RPCs
foster economic and community develop-
ment as anchor institutions.

Service to Rural Communities with Acute
Public Health Challenges

Beyond training public health professionals,
as shown in Table 4, RPCs serve counties
with acute public health needs. The County
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Figure 10. Top Baccalaureate Degrees Awarded at Rural Public
Colleges by Major/Industry, 2019
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Health Rankings and Roadmaps (University
of Wisconsin Population Health Institute,
2022) provides annual, county-level rank-
ings for health outcomes based on factors
like length of life, quality of life, and quality
of health care. Roughly one quarter of the
rural counties in our analysis were ranked
in the bottom quartile in their state for
health outcomes. One measure included in
the rankings is the percentage of people re-
porting poor or fair health, and 41% of the
rural counties fell below the state average in
this measure. Although many of the coun-
ties struggled with poor health outcomes,
this was not universally true. A significant
number of the rural counties (40%) were in
the top quartile of health outcomes.

We additionally found that about one quar-
ter of the rural counties had a population-
to-physician ratio below their state’s aver-
age. Some of these counties therefore may
have physician or health professional short-
ages, creating barriers to adequate health
care. This finding is corroborated by data
from the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services showing that slightly less
than one third of the rural counties exam-
ined have at some point been designated as
medically underserved areas (MUAs), which
are geographic areas with a shortage of
primary care health services. The count of
MUASs may be an underestimate because the
analysis did not include multicounty service
areas and census tracts, which are also eli-

10,000

15,000 20,000 25,000 30,000

gible for the designation. Among the rural
counties served by RPCs that we examined,
37% of counties were designated as having
a mental health professional shortage. As
was true with health outcomes rankings,
some of the rural counties performed well
with respect to the number of primary care
physicians. For example, Ohio County, West
Virginia, includes the city of Wheeling and
recorded the lowest population-to-physi-
cian ratio in our sample at 627 people to one
physician. By contrast, Marshall County, in
the northwest corner of Minnesota, had a
population-to-physician ratio of 9,356 to
one (University of Wisconsin Public Health
Institute, 2022).

These analyses are concerning, given data
on COVID-19 in rural areas. According to
the White House Coronavirus Task Force, a
red zone is an area experiencing more than
100 new cases per 100,000 people in the last
week (Whyte, 2020). All but five of the rural
counties we analyzed—or 96% —were des-
ignated as COVID-19 red zones in November
2020. Data from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention also showed that
people in rural areas were dying at a rate
nearly two and half times higher than those
living in urban areas (Duca et al., 2020).

As noted previously, many RPCs educate
nurses and people entering important
health professions. We also found that
five of the RPCs examined have a college
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Table 4. Number and Percentage of Counties Where RPCs Are
Located by Acute Public Health Needs

Number of Percentage of

counties counties
Ranked in the bottom quartile for health outcomes 29 25%
Federally designated as medically underserved 35 30%
Federally designated as mental health professional shortage area 44 37%
COVID-19 red zone 113 96%
Population-to-physician ratio below state average 29 25%
Percentage of population reporting poor/fair health above state average 48 41%

Note. Data obtained from the University of Wisconsin Public Health Institute (2022).

of medicine, and another 12 have partner-
ships with colleges of medicine at other
institutions. Nearly all of these programs
have initiatives to increase the number of
doctors in rural areas. These contributions
are particularly salient, given data showing
many states and hospitals are facing staff
shortages (Khullar, 2020). Still other RPCs
responded to COVID-19 by providing access
to testing and helping disseminate public
health information. As these findings show,
RPCs serve rural communities with acute
public health challenges.

Discussion

Previous literature describing anchor insti-
tutions has primarily examined institutions
that support urban economies and commu-
nities (e.g., Goddard et al., 2014). Examples
of anchor institutions included hospitals,
universities, and local governments (AITF,
2009; Birch et al., 2013). As our findings
demonstrated, RPCs can play a critical role
in supporting rural communities, particu-
larly during times of crisis. We showed that
as anchor institutions, RPCs can serve com-
munities facing disparities in public health,
employment, and educational attainment.

One of our findings explored how RPCs can
contribute to rural postsecondary access
and equity. The majority of public, bach-
elor’s granting institutions in rural areas
are baccalaureate institutions like those we
examined (Koricich et al., 2020). We also
found that rural anchor institutions are lo-
cated in counties with higher poverty rates
and lower college completion rates. Given
that proximity to college is an important
factor in students pursuing postsecond-

ary education (Hillman & Weichman, 2016;
Rosenboom & Blagg, 2018), the presence of
these institutions is important to ensuring
educational opportunity and attainment.
We also found that as a sector, RPCs have
growing enrollments and increasingly serve
student populations that have been mar-
ginalized in higher education. Aligned with
previous findings related to college access
and socioeconomic status and race (Byun
et al., 2015; Sansone et al., 2020), we found
that RPCs enroll higher numbers of adult
students and Pell recipients. We also found
that the student bodies of RPCs have become
more racially diverse. In particular, we saw
the Latinx student population increasing
across many of these institutions. This in-
crease makes sense, given that these popu-
lations are found in rural areas and have
been increasing in number over the past few
decades (Ajilore & Willingham, 2020; U.S.
Department of Education, 2020). Despite
prior research showing that lack of broad-
band internet would hinder rural communi-
ties from participating in online education
(Rosenboom & Blagg, 2018), we found in-
creasing enrollments in online programs at
both the undergraduate and graduate level,
which suggests that many RPCs do in fact
offer some form of distance learning.

Another important finding indicated that
RPCs are large employers in their commu-
nities, which aligns with previous anchor
institution research showing that anchor
institutions are often major employers
(Harris & Holley, 2016; Koricich et al.,
2022). We found a statistically significant
difference in the number of rural counties
with RPCs that were classified as low em-
ployment compared to nonrural counties.
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Additionally, we found that RPCs employ
large numbers of local residents, which may
prevent a county from being labeled as low
employment. On average, RPCs employed
over 500 people and provided millions of
dollars in regional income. Our examina-
tion of counties with a large percentage of
the population employed by postsecond-
ary institutions found that in the absence
of these institutions, many rural counties
would have a drastic increase in unemploy-
ment. This occurrence would be particularly
detrimental to rural economies, considering
that rural counties often already face high
rates of unemployment or are economically
distressed (Maxim & Muro, 2020; Mueller et
al., 2020; U.S. Census Bureau, 2022).

Our findings also uncovered that other
economic activities like entrepreneurship
and small business are supported by RPCs
through continuing education and outreach
in programs that provide business incuba-
tion and reskilling. The RPCs we examined
also educate students in fields that are ben-
eficial to local economies, such as resource
management, health professions, education,
and hospitality and tourism. Our final find-
ing demonstrates how RPCs provide educa-
tion and training in medicine—sometimes
with degrees specifically tailored to the
needs of rural communities.

Implications and Recommendations

Our findings create implications for the
role of RPCs as anchor institutions. As the
nation strives to increase college attainment
rates, it will be critical to support the BAIs
with experience serving larger proportions
of rural students, given the educational at-
tainment disparities they face. Although we
saw enrollment growth across the sector,
some of the RPCs were experiencing en-
rollment declines. Part of the variations in
enrollments we observed can be attributed
to regional population trends, with some
U.S. regions experiencing population fluc-
tuations that can affect college enrollments
(Grawe, 2018; USDA Economic Research
Service, 2019; Gardner-Cook, 2025). Apart
from regional demographics, students’
college choices may also be influenced by
the natural amenities of the surrounding
area (Dotzel, 2017), as well as by large and
successful collegiate athletics programs
(Pope & Pope, 2009). Enrollment in higher
education is usually countercyclical: During
recessions, enrollment tends to increase;
this phenomenon may have contributed
to the enrollment increases that occurred

between 2008 and 2010. Enrollment tends
to decrease when the economy is stronger,
as was the case in the second half of the
2010s (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). In rural
communities, college enrollment at RPCs
provides local access to degrees in areas of
need and economic strength.

Variations in enrollment across the RPCs
studied create a need to recognize that
enrollment growth is not a universal trend
across these institutions, nor should it be
a single marker of institutional value or
health, given the variety of services RPCs
provide their communities. Although RPCs
provide many resources to the surrounding
community, the number of these institu-
tions compared to the overall rural land
area in the United States is low. Those that
do exist are constantly facing budget cuts
and scrutiny from policymakers, potentially
endangering the very important work these
institutions perform to support their com-
munities. As policymakers consider propos-
als to close RPCs in the face of enrollment
declines, implications are created for rural
collegiate access, given that most students
attend college close to home (Hillman &
Weichman, 2016).

As we have shown through the findings
from our descriptive analyses, RPCs are also
important anchors for rural economies. In
fact, our results support that the unique
missions of rural anchor institutions enable
them to provide services that are difficult to
replicate in other organizations. In addition
to financial capital, rural anchor institutions
provide cultural capital in the form of arts
venues, museums, sporting arenas, meeting
spaces, libraries, and other academic-adja-
cent resources (Orphan & McClure, 2019).
Closing or merging RPCs due to enrollment
declines could threaten rural economies as
well as overall community well-being.

Beyond challenges around inadequate
funding, our study creates implications for
how funding is dispersed to postsecondary
institutions during crises, like the COVID-
19 pandemic. For example, in the early
stimulus packages, funding was allocated
to postsecondary institutions based on FTE
(Anguiano, 2020). As our findings show,
RPCs provide postsecondary access to many
part-time students. Thus, using FTE under-
counts the number of students that these
institutions are serving. Policymaker choic-
es about how to allocate stimulus funding
during crises thus carries implications for
RPCs whose student bodies have different
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enrollment behaviors than urban institu-
tions or wealthier institutions (Sansone,
2023).

To address these implications, we offer
recommendations for research, policy,
and practice. Our study examined students
served by RPCs using descriptive quantita-
tive methods; however, we were unable to
examine the qualitative experiences of these
students. We hope our study inspires future
research exploring the experiences of rural
students once they enroll at a rural anchor
institution. Important qualitative studies
have shed light on the experiences of rural
students (e.g., Ardoin & McNamee, 2020),
and we look forward to seeing future quali-
tative research in this area. We also invite
scholars to use our BAI metrics to identify
and study other types of BAIs, including
those in nonrural areas.

We also encourage scholars to continue
examining how RPCs support their broader
communities. In this study, we considered
economic, public health, and education sup-
ports, but those are only a few of the many
benefits that rural anchor institutions might
provide that improve community well-
being (Orphan & McClure, 2019). Given the
diversity of rural communities, we recom-
mend exploring rural anchor institutions
through specific economic industry lenses,
which might uncover nuances in organiza-
tion-community relations, depending on
whether a rural community is, for example,
predominantly supported through agricul-
ture, tourism, mining, or fishing.

We hope future scholars will adapt and apply
the anchor institution framework when
examining other types of institutions that
serve rural communities. We focused on
public colleges in rural counties, but research
should explore whether other organizations
such as large corporations or tourism centers
serve in similar ways. Examining how rural
anchor institutions benefit communities of
color, aging populations, and communities
with large immigrant populations would
also produce important findings. As this
study demonstrated, anchor institutions are
not limited to one type of organization, nor
do they contribute to just one community —
exploring the breadth of applications of the
anchor institution framework is a worth-
while endeavor.

Regarding practice, our study suggests that
rural anchor institutions provide access to
higher education that is not found in rural

locations lacking a BAI, but access to higher
education is only the first step; institutions
must support student success so that they
graduate. One step in doing so would be to
create culturally responsive programming
that addresses the unique needs of rural
students. NYKids (Leo & Wilcox, 2020),
a research and publication team at the
University at Albany, identified strategies to
surface the assets found in rural communi-
ties that included modifying course offer-
ings to reflect rural cultures and partnering
with community members and organiza-
tions to support student mental health and
remediate the effects of poverty. RPCs are
well suited to adopt these practices, which
in turn could enhance student success.

As we found, rural anchor institutions are at
times the only provider of critical services in
surrounding areas. If not already under way,
such campuses should consider expanding
the reach of programming to include the
community as part of the target audience.
The collaboration between higher education
leadership and the local community leaders
is essential to the longevity of both RPCs
and their surrounding communities.

Public policy can also be better leveraged to
support the work of rural anchor institu-
tions. First, we recommend that emergency
and other types of postsecondary funding
be based on headcount rather than FTE.
The federal government should also fund
the Higher Education Act Part Q for Rural-
Serving Postsecondary Institutions to pro-
vide incentives for campuses to serve rural
communities. An important step in doing
so is identifying and defining which rural
colleges are rural-serving institutions. The
Alliance for Research on Regional Colleges
developed an approach and metric for iden-
tifying rural-serving institutions that may
be useful to policymakers when tailoring
public policy and funding to leverage these
institutions in support of rural communities
(Koricich et al., 2022).

To support RPCs in their efforts to improve
rural public health, we also recommend that
policymakers allocate funding to establish
teaching health clinics, mobile clinics, and
hospitals at RPCs and strengthen partner-
ships with area health care providers to
train health care professionals. A number
of states provide loan forgiveness for gradu-
ates of health science programs who work
in rural communities—we believe the pro-
grams should be present throughout the
United States.
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Beyond increasing public funding, modifi-
cations can be made to existing state and
federal policies and programs that would en-
hance the ability of RPCs to serve as anchor
institutions. To cultivate regional economic
development, the federal government could
modify the Rural Business Development
Grant programs to encourage RPCs to in-
cubate small businesses. Increased funding
for the Workforce Opportunity for Rural
Communities (WORC) initiative and restor-
ing funding for tribal workforce development
would additionally spur greater economic
development in rural communities. To ad-
dress regional teacher shortages, the Teacher
Education Assistance for College and Higher
Education (TEACH) Grant Program can be
adapted to explicitly incentivize teacher
education graduates to work in rural schools.

The Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill included
a Rural Playbook that would address a vari-
ety of challenges facing rural communities,
including those around broadband access,

»

transportation, climate change, and clean
water (White House, 2022). Although it
was encouraging to see rural communities
emphasized in this federal legislation, there
was little mention of how postsecondary in-
stitutions like RPCs might serve as anchor
institutions for implementing these pro-
grams. We encourage the federal govern-
ment to leverage the power and potential
of RPCs in improving rural infrastructure
moving forward.

Our findings show that RPCs, acting as
rural anchor institutions, are vital social
institutions that foster postsecondary
access, economic development, and public
health in the communities in which they
are situated. With effective state and federal
policies and strengthened commitment to
institution-community relationships and
programming, RPCs can continue to be
pillars of flourishing rural communities.
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Appendix. List of Rural Public Colleges

Adams State University

Alcorn State University

Appalachian State University
Arkansas Tech University

Bemidji State University

Black Hills State University

Bluefield State College

Central State University

Central Washington University
Chadron State College

Concord University

Dakota State University

Delta State University

Dickinson State University

East Central University

Eastern lllinois University

Eastern Kentucky University

Eastern New Mexico University Main Campus
Eastern Oregon University

Eastern Washington University
Elizabeth City State University
Emporia State University

Fairmont State University

Ferris State University

Fort Hays State University

Fort Valley State University

Georgia Southern University

Georgia Southwestern State University
Glenville State College

Grambling State University

Henderson State University

Humboldt State University

Indiana University—East

Kentucky State University

Southern Utah University

Southwest Minnesota State University
Southwestern Oklahoma State University
Stephen F Austin State University

Sul Ross State University

SUNY College at Brockport

SUNY College at Plattsburgh

SUNY College of Agriculture and Technology at Cobleskill
SUNY College of Technology at Canton
SUNY Oneonta

Lake Superior State University

Langston University

Lock Haven University

Louisiana State University—Alexandria
Louisiana Tech University

Mayville State University

Minot State University

Mississippi University for Women
Mississippi Valley State University
Montana State University

Montana State University—Northern
Montana Technological University
Morehead State University

Murray State University

Nevada State College

New Mexico Highlands University
Northeastern State University

Northern Michigan University

Northern State University

Northwest Missouri State University
Northwestern Oklahoma State University
Northwestern State University of Louisiana
Oklahoma Panhandle State University
Oklahoma State University Main Campus
Peru State College

Pittsburg State University

Prairie View A & M University

Rogers State University

Sam Houston State University

Shawnee State University

Shepherd University

South Dakota State University
Southeastern Oklahoma State University
Southern Arkansas University Main Campus
University of West Georgia

University of Wisconsin—Platteville
University of Wisconsin—River Falls
University of Wisconsin—Stevens Point
University of Wisconsin—Stout

University of Wisconsin—Whitewater
University of Wyoming

Valley City State University

Wayne State College

West Liberty University
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Tarleton State University

Texas A & M University—Commerce
Texas A & M University—Kingsville

Texas A & M University—Texarkana

The University of Montana—\Western

The University of Tennessee—Martin

The University of Virginia’s College at Wise
Troy University

University of Alaska Southeast
University of Arkansas at Monticello
University of Central Missouri

University of Hawaii at Hilo

University of Idaho

University of Maine at Augusta
University of Maine at Fort Kent
University of Maine at Machias
University of Maine at Presque Isle
University of Maryland Eastern Shore
University of Minnesota—Crookston
University of Mississippi

University of Nebraska at Kearney
University of North Carolina at Pembroke
University of North Georgia

University of Science and Arts of Oklahoma
University of South Dakota

University of West Alabama

West Texas A & M University

Western Carolina University

Western New Mexico University

Wright State University Lake Campus
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