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INTRODUCTION

A number of reports have been produced in the United State_ of Ame-ioa

(USA r the past ten yaa_s which attempted to focus attention on the p essi

problems of the countrq rural youth and wh ch offer =uggestions for re5olving

tLec (16c'ds kuurcninai, 19 Nash, i965; P- sident CrAmission, 1967; dend

SO 1970; Tamblyn, i97
: Moe nd Tamblyn, ;974). Most of these reports

focascd specifically on educational needs, strategies, or 9 SW),
there was nowhere availahl overview of the nature of existence, social

Involvements, and behavior patterns of rural youth in the

need 1 --tempted to provide a comprehensive synthesis of

findings on rural youth n t e USA in 1971 ("Rural Youth:

USA. Realizing this

rele ant research

Current Status and

Prognosis"). A year later, at the "Third World Congress of Rural Sociology,"

I ati:emnpted to focus on the prospezts of meeting the needs of rural youth h-

in the framework of the broad "Rural Development" movement gaining momentum

at that ti (Kuviesky, 1972). The general purpose of this effort Is to extend

these two effo ts, utilizing new data and information that have become available.

My specific objectives for this paper are to provide a general, comprehen-

sive de-4,cription of rural youth in the USA and to attempt to ascertain some of

their basic deveiopmenta l needs. I ill stress the diversity existing among

ural youth, how rural youth compare with their urban counterparts, and whether

or not roral youth's values, aspirations and needs are changing over time.

This attempt to provide a general, comprehensive overview of rural youth in

the USA and, at the same time, capture their diversity and changing nature, Is

certainly an extremely ambitious aspiration for a short paper. However, what-

ever success I experience will contribute to providing a better understanding
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of the rural youth in the USA th3n now exists and help chali n e , prevail-

ling stereotypes about rural v uth. Also, important lacks in knowledge will

be 1- vealed, tvbich may stimualte the interest of others to join in the task

of developing a broader and better base of empiricol kr.yvledge about and for

,Jral your peoplq. nese are my ns irtent ion

This pa

Number of Rural Youth in USA-

focuses on rural youth residing in the US,
I

Unfortunately

many 7eOp1, even knowledgable oftizens of the USA, believe t.i s is a

tively small and unimportant population, due to the rapid urtanization of

the USA over the past fifty years. This general impression has been supported

by the predominance of attecition and concern of national leaders and mass

media on metropolitan problems du ing recent yea _ This bell f Is not valid

oes not corres.ond with the facts. There were over 25 million people

under 25 years of age residing in rural areas f the USA in 1969 (Jimenez,

1973). This constituted mere than one-fourth of all people of this age

grouping in the entire country, and roughly one out of every eight indivi-

duals making up the total population of the USA (see Table 1). The vast

majority of rural youth as defined here (25 years or under) were 19 years or

younger and fu.Iy two-thirdi of the total were less than 15 years of age.

Almost one-half (46 percent) of the 54 million rural residents in the

USA in 1969 were rural youth (Jimenez, 1973;5) . But, these young people

were not equally diqtributed across the country (see Table 2). The southern

region had a disproportionately large share of rural young people--over 10

millionwhile the western region had the least.
2 Anyone fa iliar with the

regional variation existing in the uSA will rec- nize that life conditions
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TABLE 1. TOTAL POPULATION, TOTAL POPULATION UNDER 25 YEARS
OF AGE, AND TOTAL WW1 POPULATION.UNDER 21 YEARS OF AGE

OF THE UNITED STATES, 1970.

NUMERIC DISTRIBUTION AND PROPORTIONS,
BY RACE OR ETHNIC CROUPS

_

TotP1
Population

Total
Ppuict1cr.
Under 25

Total Rural
Populatio:a
Under 25

Total 203,212,877 93,313 013,948

,5z14, 15 74,722 2,395,260

Spanish
Heritage

ve
rican

9,294,509

763,5%

5,356,86

440,942

679,236

254,413

White 178,107 190 79,861,555 22,263,349
(100. 0 (44.83) (12.50)

Percentages are shown in parentheses.

SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of the Census, .19,70_Census_of_population, General
Oocial and Economic Characteristics, Final Report PC(1)-C1,
United States.

U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census_of
Reports, Final Report PC(2)-1F, American Indians. Table 2.

Most persons of Spanieh Heritage are counted also in the white category,
op there is double counting; the sum of tho'groups uill be greater than
the total. A smaller number of Spanish Heritage persons are also counted
as black.

dra.
See Appendix for definition.

1-/
"Fhls table was taken from a recent publication by Luis Jimene (1973, p.6).
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and cul ural influences vary a great deal in this regard. It can be observed

from the data in Table 1 that most rural youth 3re "White"--well over 85

percent. 3
The bulk of the remainder are "Black" youth, concentrated largely

in the southern USA. For the most part rural youth represent from 7 to 12

percent of any total ethnic population; however, in the case of 'Native Ameri-

cans this segment constitutes fully one-third of this total, out small,

ethnic group (see Table -), In every re ion "White" rural yoLth are predomi-

nant and the bulk of the ethnic minority yo th of a particul&r type tend to

be concentrated heavily in one particular region.

Diversity among_ Rural Youth in_the USA

To a great extent, ethnic variability follows these regional demarations:

almost all rural Black youth are in the south, alnst all rural Spanish-heri-

tage youth are in the southwest and west, over half of the American Indian

rural young people are located in the west, and the north centrai and north-

east regions have very small numbers of any ethnic minority youth (see Table

2). So, there are important cultural and social variations among rural youth

the USA rooted to a large extent in the hi torical past (Kuvlesky and

Edington, 1975;and Kuvlesky, Wright and Juarez, 1971). This variabi ity is

clearly demonstrated in the results from a recent multi-ethnic comparison of

status aspirations of rural youth reported by Kuvlesky and Edington (1976).

The results indicate clear differences in the types and levels of occupational

aspirations held by different ethnic groupings of youth living in similar

kinds of rural areas (see Tables 3 and 4). Obviously, one must be cautious

in ger,rral7zing broadly about rurai youth across the various regions and ethnic

6



TABLE 2. RURAL YOUTH UNDER 25 YEARS OF AGE IN THE uNITEp STATES
BY REGION* AND RACE OR EITINIC GROUPS, 1970.1Y

NUMERIC DISTRIBUTION AND PROPORTIONS AMONG GROUPS

Total
Spanish Native

B ack Heritaget Americon

North 7-400,329 7,287,110 63,237 57,314 43,683
Central 100.00) (98.47) (0.85) (0.77) (0.59)

North 4,394,545 4,314,846 17,698 66.263 6,353
East 100.00) (98.18) (0.40) (1.50) (0.14)

South 10,419,202 8,114,718 2,237,518 256,415 59,301
(100.00) (77.88) (21.47) (2.46) (0.56)

West 2,799,872 2,546,675 28,242 347,809 145,076
(100.00) (90.95) (1.00) (12.42) (5.18)

Total 25,013,948 22,263,349 2 -46,695 727,801 254,413
(100.00) (89.00) (9.38) (2.90) (1.01)

Percentages are shown in parentheses.

SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of the Census, "1970 Census of Population Fourth
Count Summary Tape." Processed at Texas A&M University Computer
Center.

U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population: Subject
Reports, Final Report PC(2)-1F,-American Indians.

See Appendix for definitions.

Mosc persons of Spanish Heritage are counted also in the WIlite category,
so there is double counting; the sum of the groups will be greater than
the total. A smaller number of Spanish Eeritage persons are also counted
as Black.

1/This table was taken from a recent publication by Luis Jimenez (1973, p.12)
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groupings. At the same time, given the fact that most youth of each ethnic

type came from "disadvantaged" families, it is qu te clear that these rural

youth generally desired upward social mobility regardless of ethnicity.

Regional and ethnic subcultural varlat ion do not embrace all of the

significant dimensions of heterogeneity that exist among Amer' an rural youth.

Certainly, there are social class differences of considerable significance

within regions and even local areas.

Obviously, there are dimensions of diversity among rural youth that are

found in all youth populations--age, sex, presence of disabilities of various

kinds, and inherent cognitive and physical capabilities. These do have a sig-

nificance in producing differences in needs, role defini ions, behavioral

patterns, and probably in more subjective phenomena su h as values and aspira-

tions as well. Recent research carried out at Texas AO University, involving

several ethnic groupings of rural youth, have demonstrated marked patterns of

differences in values, aspirations, and behavior within rural ethnic groupings

by sex (Kuvlesky and Edington, 1976; Patella and Kuvlesky, 1975; Mille 1975;

Ku lesky, Wright and Juarez, 1971; Kuvlesky and Pelham, 1970. Obviously

age variability is of major importance in delineating particular kinds of

needs--youth at different stages of development will require different oppor-

tunities for leisure, different forms of counseling, and have different require-

ments for personal spacial mobility ( ansportation). Little in the way of

f rmal research has been done to investigate these age differences--most of

the past resea ch has been done in reference to adolescents and, more recently

on younger adults (Cosby, et al., 1973).

Rural youth in the USA are heterogeneous in their backgrounds, cu ural



Table 3. interethnic Comparison of Type of Occupational AspiratIons of Rural Youth by Sex.*

Type of
Occupational
Aspirat_ion

Males Females

Eg.Y2/2 Mex. Amer. Black White NED-11 Hex. Amer. Black White

1. High Professional 11

. %... _ ........______

8 7 6 6

512. Low Professional 9

3. Glamour
-

4. Managerial

9. Clerical and. Sales 0 3 3 1 41

6. Skilled 38 20 18 19 9
=..= .. = .. ...........=..... ........
7. Operative 18 3 7 4 1

8 Laborer.

9. House ife
. . . ...........

No Information

TOTAL

.....---

25 11 20

100

5

10 15 6 26 3

9

4

14

101

27

15

99

5 3 7

124.19 d.f. 24 P 0

2

.......
7

100

76

2...=............

1

3

99

a..=

20

6

1

2

0

5

99

23 29

10 4

2 0

2

39

17

2

3

3

16

4 4

7

3

99 98

*This table wa taken from a report by Kuvlesky and Edington 76:17).

9
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Table 4. 1nterethnic Comparison of Occupational Aspiration Levels of Rural Youth by Sex.*

Level of
Aspiration

Males _ Females _

tlay2.12

25

48

19

mo,m.,e+.

100

_

hex._Ame lack

45

28

12

_15

100

White

40

46

7

.......
7

v oNaaj Amer. Black White

53

34

Ii

101

High
42

38

7

14

34

54

65

27

3

55

33

6

2

100

Intermediate

Low

No Information

TOTAL 101 100 100 100

NUMBER 170 170 98 148 215 197 94 153

4 d.f = 9 P =
2

X - 54.07 ,d:f.

*This table was taken from a report by Kuvlesky and Edington ( 976:25).

.001
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heritage, values, and aspirations. One must keep this in mind continuously

as we attempt to generalize inclusively to all rural youth in the USA from

the limited data and empirical knowledge available from relatively few

studies sca tered across space and through time.

RURAL VS URBAN YOUTH

I have long maintained that the so-called significant differences ob-

served to exist between rural and urban (m tropol tan) youth in the USA in

reference to values, attitudes, and aspirations is to a large extent based

on resear h artifacts. We have had a tendency to predict these differences

and to find them by ex ggerating the sociological and social significance of

consistent, but relatively small, statistically significant variations between

rural and urban samples. The internal variability always found to exist

among any sample of rural youth appears much more substant al and important

than the general but slight, patterned differences between rural and urban

residents of par icular k:nds. It seems quite clear to me that in the USA

rural youth of a given type are more alike than different from their urban

counterparts in values, attitudes, life goals, and mobility expectations

(Kuvlesky).4

Given the assertion presented above, how can we then explain the unques-

tioned poorer capability of rural youth, as compared w th urban yout

realize their aspirations in vertical social mobility? Adequate rese rch

has not been done yet to provide a good answer far this question.5 At the

same time, inferences from research on skill development and other aspects

of personal and social development indicate that the reasons for this relative

disadvantage may stem from diff rences in the contextual or instituti nal

11
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va iations existing between rural and urban situations relative to social ization

education, and training (Kuvlesky, 1973). Haller (1969) clearly supports this

contention with results from an overview of research findings on attributes of

rural youth related to educa ion. He indicates that in general rural youth

start school with about the same level of capabilities and aptitudes as their

urban counLerparts, but, they tend to f il progressively bei.!nd as they grow

older and move th ough the school grades. What is true in general is likely

to exist in a more extreme sense in sections or regions of the country where

particular rural racial or ethn c groupings are caught in pseudocaste type

community stratification systems .e. the rural Black in the south and the

rural Mexican American in Texas).

Unfortunately, while rural sociologi ts ahve studied the values and aspira-

tiops of rural youth rather intensively and extensively in the USA, we have

largely ignored structural contexts which either facilitate or hinder the

realization of ru al youth's life ends (Kuvlesky, 1970; Falk, 1975). Falk

(1975) has recently proposed a sketch of a "broader framework".for youth mo-

bility studies that should help remedy this situation. Likewise, little

published research exists pe taining to the patterns of behavior, interper-

sonal interactions, and social organization of rural youth. It is likely

that rural vs urban residen-e will make more of a difference in th se things

than in reference to values and aspirations.6

In a book chapter I wrote several years ago I overviewed the very limited

amount of research available on rural-urban differences in behavioral patterns

of youth in the USA (Kuvlesky, 1973:329-331 ). This overview is provided in

abbrev ated form below:



Relatively little has been done in terms of rel iable
statistical studies that permit easy generali zation on the sub-
ject of rural youth's everyday behavior,, and the best accounts
are descriptions of particular populations strongly suspect
that overt behavioral patterns of rural youth vary by regional
and ethnic delineations (Preston, 1968, 1969) . Descriptionsof these types of patterns have been recorded for 'Mexican
Americans (Moore, 1970; 99-136; Grebler et al ,, 1970:4204141;Heller,, 19t 6 ; Patel la and Kuvlesky,, 1973). Negroes ( Broom
and Glenn, 1965; Proctor, 1966; Stapler, 1971), Ameri can
I ndians (Henderson, 1971;6 1-70) , arid Appal ach ian youth (Wel ler
1965).

In general, rural youth do not have access to the variety
of cul tural depositor i es and events a s compared wi th othel
youth (Al len, 1968). The, r a itrnti yes for use of leis vre
time and peer associat ions are aften ce:itered around high
school act i v it ies and events, Cj tdoor activit ies, vwatchlng
TV, and parking along back roads . Pe rhaps one of the most
frequently heard complaints of rural young people about their
communities is that "there's nothing to do around here."

There is no doubt that rural youth spend less tine In
school (legitimately or otherwise) and drop out of school
more often than others--this problem is particularly acute
for ethnic minor ides (Cervantes , 1966; Burch ina 1, 1965:
113-148) . On the other hand, particular ly among the most
economically poor, they spend more time in working at jobs,
both during the normal school year and during vacations (Amos,
1965) . Wal lace (1965) ind cates that ru rat youth i n general
have less contact with medical professional s and spend more
time at home disabled than most of their urban& counterparts.
The fact that these kinds of patterns of rural -urban differ-
ence ari linked with class position is deepens trated by a
recent Nfew York study repor ted by Ellenbogen and Lowe (1968).
Not surprisinsly, it has been reported that rural youth spend
more time in face-to-face contacts with "kW (Stmt.'s, 1969),
but that this does not necessari 1 y nean they have a better
family life (Haer, 1952) or are better adjusted (Nelsen and
Storey, 1969).

Perhaps the most widely researched aspect of rur I youth's
behavior has been in the area of delinquency. In a recent
overview of the literature on thi s subject, Polk (1969) has
concluded that there are rural -urban differences In the nature
of delinquent activity, organi zat ion of del inquerlcy (1 the
delinquent subcul ture) , cornnunity def in i ti cons of delinquency,
and in the way deviance is handled, According to the descrip-
tions he gives of rural youth as compared to urban, they are
more often guilty of "general misconduct" and less often of
"serious offenses." Furthermore, rural youth are not as

1 3



J'soph ist icated" as their u ba n counterparts anci are rarely
organ ized into gangs. Fin inags Polk reviews indicate that
rural communi ties are more lenient toward -youth rals ing hell
(i. e. , drinking, fighting, ganbling, Picki ng LID gi rls, tres-
passing on and destruct ion of property) and treat them rnore
len lent! v when t hey a re apprekended.

-There is 1 tt le doubt that tlire a re general eriironniental di fferences

st between ru ra 1 and ur ci al ly urban m I i t an place - that

produce situa tiona 1 and insti tu iorta 1 d ifferences for rural youth as cornpa red

with urban y uth. The lower d.rsi ly of popul at ion coup led with the rel at i ve ly

13wer level

certa nl v creates iFfferences in the socia 1 env ironriiCnt which have an irnpa tent

bea ring on how the devel oprnen ta I need s. af you th are [net (Moe and Tamb lyn, 1974:

Appendix). For instance, rural areas rela live tornet repo] tan areas wi 1 1 gene ra ly

off er fewer ancimore liniited al ternat ives for expos ure toa arIety of leisure uses of

tirja nd cul tural depos i tori es (Al len, 1968) . Also, theshools ru ra 1 youth at tend a re

generally much snal ler, le55 KIdequate ly equipped and staffed, more 1 i ni ted ih

divrlty of cou rses and pro rams and general ly poorer than most nietropoll tar"

school s, excludj ng the center ci (Tamllyn, 1971; Bor hinal , 1965 ; Henderson ,

197C1:3-19).

I n add i ti on , we knovv that in rruany i f not most cases rura 1 youth ay-to-day

1 iv ing ci %urns tances rrnlSt be %/levied as d isa dvantageous relati 1.1e to their ur ban

nom ic devel oprnerrt of nonnetropol i tan vs metropoli tan areas

counterpa rts. They do not have access to t he sane d or e or variety of hea 1 t h

and meadical program (Taft and 13,ird , 1972). 1 t is al so I ikel y that in some ra-

g ions rnany rural youth are st ill li Ning in re 1 at ively pr imi ti ve home condi t io

--sometimes wi thout water p iped "'hitt:, the house, wi thout adequate to i let fac Il iti es ,

and In P or ly const ructe4 or det eri o at d dwe 11 i ngs (Dietr ich , 1973; Dietrich

1 4
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and G *se 1974) . These conditions are more likely to prevail in regions

of the country having disproportionately high rates of rural poverty and

large disadvan aged ethnic, minor ty populations (i .e., south and southwe

til even In the other regions such circumstances
, whi le not preva i ing ,

will be foupd inore often in rural areas than urban ones (D etrich and Gresier,

1974; Kutner, 1975).

While rural youth may suffer disadvantages as noted above, certain aspects

of thei r life experience as compared with urban youth might be considered

advantageous a greater frequency of interact ion with family (Straus, 1969)

an earl ier and greater involvement in work rol (Amos, 1965), and an oppor-

tunity to participate more or less freely in outdoor activity. Again, however,

we must keep In mind that g eat variations exist among rural places in the

respects mentioned aboveand, In urban set t' ngs as wel 1. I t can be argued,

in fact, that it Is meaningless to compare rural and urban populations in a

very general way in this regard because there is such variabil ity among areas

and communities within each type.

In summary the avaIlable evidence appears to indicate that in the United

Stat s rural and urban youth currently do not differ importantly in the bar,ic

values and aspirations they maintain. At the same time, some scattered

research results indicate that rural youth may differ generally from urban

yowth in soci al behavioral patterns cognit ive ski 11 development, and norma-

tive roles. However, this accumulated research is based on studies too limited

in scope and scattered through time to offer safe generalizations. Whatever

the riatisre arid rnagni tude of rural-urban differences in these respects , I think

that the great diversity existing among and within subgroup ng of the rural

15



youth population is a much mor- important and sjgnificant object for study

than a focus on rural-urban dlFference. On the other hand,.rural-urban

differences in the structur- of social co exts for interacton, socialization,

and education are probably general, subst .:21d of significance, for

human development from the perspectives of both the indivrdual's and society

vested interests.

CHANGING RURAL YOUTH

1950 and Before

Prior to 1950 rural youth in the United States ware widely believed to

differ substantially f om their urban counterparts in values and life aspira-

tions. Some research evidence--mostly from the midwest and eastern regions--

indicated that youth tended to value the family more and desire sub tantial

vertical social mobility less than urban youth Burchinal, et al-, 1962;

Kuvlesky, 1966). Rural youth then tended to, more often, desire a ricul .ral

or skilled blue collar jobs and did not generally desire a college education.

Consequently, it was often assumed that one reason rural youth demonstrated

less upward social mobility as compared with their urban counterparts wa., that

they lacked sufficiently high status aspirations (Burchin l et al., 1962).

Personally, I
doubt that rural youth in the USA at this time exhibited "low

levels" of status aspirations relative to the status position or status

attributes of their families of orieltation; however, there is little doubt

that their occupational aspirations were qualitatively different from their

urban counterparts, and that rural youth were not generally oriented toward

college (Kuvlesky, 1966).

16
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The Sixties

During the sixties a number of social scientists were asser ing that

mobility aspirations and expecte ions had generally been rising among disad-

vantaged youth, including presumably most rural youth (Hughes, 1965:1135;

Broom and Glenn, 1965:182-183; Dycluman, 1966:802-803; Cans, 1968:36-48). At

any rate, by the mid-sixties rural youth in the southern region and in the

northwest were observed to have high occupational and educational status

projections, which did not differ much from those held by urban youth (Kuv-

lesky, 1971:325-329). Supposedly this "explosion of aspirations and expecta-

tions" contributed to the social militancy of some members of depriveu groups

and the aggressive social activism of youth dur:ng this pRriod (Gans, 1968:

40-48). Yet, little data could be fcund to provide firm empirical evidence

for this presumed historical trend (Kuvlesky and Monk, 1975). Regardless of

what kinds of actual historical change took place in the values and aspirations

of rural youth over the period from the end of World War II to the mid-sixties,

near the end of this period a large number of studIes were carried out which

prov ded ample evidence indicating that most American rural y uth were very

much like their metropolitan counterparts in their values, attitudes, and

status projections (i.e., status aspirations and expectati ns). Perhaps,

statements abstracted from a conclusion I wrote to an extensive overview of the

relevant research literature at that time would be useful in descrlbing the

general state of rural youth's orientations in Lhe )rly to late sixties

(Kuvlesky, 1971:327-329):

Most rural youth, regardless of race or class, are like most
urban youth in having high ambitions for social advancement.
At the same time, it should not be overlooked that sizeable
minorities of disadvantaged rural youth have relatively low-
level aspirations and expectations.

1 7
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Most rural youth do not want to stay in the country and
even fewer expect to. At least, this is what the scant evidence
on the subject indicates. The place of residence projections of
rural youth represent a rational alignment with their high job
and educational goals and the limited opportunities for vertical
mobility available in the hinterland. It seems clear that, un-
less the orientations of today's rural youth can be changed, there
is little utility in attempting to sell them so-called "rural
values" and to prepare them for local, rural labor markets.

The rural-urban differences in age of marriage and procrea-
tion, although decreasing, are still VD marked and persistent
that one might presume differences in valuation of the family
and, derivatively, differences in aspirations for such things.
Yet, evidence from several studies of rural girls' projections
for age of marriage and size of family apparently contradicts
these notions. An investigation of East Texas rural girls indi-
cates that most desire to wed relatively late (21 for the
white and 22.5 for the black)--considerably after the age of
normal high school completion--and want small families (3 children;
Kuvlesky and Obordo, 1972). Again, this evidence appears to
be in rational alignment with other status projections of rural
youth and is indicative of a willingness to tolerate deferred
gratification In reference to entering marriage and having chil-
dren. The configuration of aspirations just described looks
like a portrait of contemporary middle-class urban life. This

is apparently the style of life most of our rural youth, even
the most disadvantaged, want, and which many expect to obtain.

Recent research in Texas has indicated that some rural youth
do place a higher valuation on goals linked to achieving social
mobility (i.e., education, job, Income) than they do to goals related

to fami ly and place of residence. These research findings are
compatable with those described above and add to the evidence
indicating that rural youth are, in fact, strongly oriented
toward the American "success ethic" and are not too different

from their urban counterparts in this regard. The stereotyped

notion of rural youth being predominantly oriented toward short-
run gratifications related to family, procreation, and rural

living to the detriment of tlieir ambitions for mobility stands

seriously oestioned.

The Sever2.11

By the late sixties rural youth of America seemed to have achieved a basic

si liar ty with their urban counterparts in terms of generally adopting the

"success ethic"--the striving for the ''good, materiali-tic life" and related

values and orientations . However, about this timme social scientists began to

note what they thought was a growing "generation gap" between young people and
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their elders. Reich in his book "The Greeningof Americ (1970), which was

widely read and quoted at the time, proclaimed that AmerIcan society was under-

going a bloodless, youth-led revolution in values.7

(Kuvlesky 1973321-322). At the time, it appeared

as an intellectual attempt to le itimize a host of

Others disagreed with him

to me that Reich's statement

rather loosely connected

changing patterns of life and explicit protest movements mostly evident among

a minority of middle class, college youth. In particular, I did not think

that ru al youth were participating in this "greening" process. My though

at the time were expressed as follows (Kuvlesky, 1971 322):

Rural youth are not chafing at the bit to enter the value
configurations and behavioral patterns labeled by Reich as
"Consciousness III." My interpretation of existing research
findings and my experiences with rural youth lead ne to the
conclusion that the vast majority of rural youth, far better
or worse, are still much imbued with the success ethic: they
still desire to achieve higher social rank, more material ameni-
ties, and to improve their life chances as compared with their
parents. While they struggle with the transition from adolescence
to adult status, as have all youth of al/ time, most do not reject
the prime values and life goals of their parents.

Recently, Daniel Yankelovich (1974) reported a set of poll findings from a

nationwide longitudinal study, from which he concluded that a dramatic change

in values is tiking place among young people in the USA= In his own words

"Indeed, so startling are the shifts in values and beliefs between the late

1960 .and the present time that social historians of the future should have

little difficulty in idntifyIng the end of one era and the beginning of a new

one (p.3). The direction of the value changes he perceives to be taking place

are not inconsistent with the changes predicted by Reich earlier. Yankelovich

proposed that this change in values resulted from very rapid major societal

changes over a short decade, listing "twenty large-s le" changes from the

19
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"Late 1960's" to the "Early 1970' " (1974:3-11). At the start of the seven-

ties youll in our society were apparently involved in a struggle of moral

values which included attempts to articulate the traditional ideals of American

culture (i.e. "equality of opportunity," "success," "democratic political p er,"

"individualis and etc.) with the stark realities of the Viet Nam War, the

struggle for civil rights by Blacks and others ambiguous ethics and moral

codes, an increasing bureacratization of every-day life, and all the social

stresses these trends and events produced.

Are the values of youth in American society changing dra tically? If

there is any validity to Reich's (1970) "greening of America" thes s, one would

expect to see youth at least lowering their valuation of achieved status goals

relative tO other life ends and, also, perhaps lowering the achieved levels of

.ocietal status they aspire t . The results of this kind of general shift in

societal values would impact across the board on all kinds of youth. On the

other hand, the "liberation" movements now in existence ("Women's Lib," "Black

Power," "La Raza," a d etc. ) should produce a converse pattern of change-- aising

status projections--for selected groupings of the population, while leaving other

groupings untouched (i.e., White, middle-class males).

As was mentkined earlier no study designed specifically to ascertain

his orical changes n American youth s values and status projections existed un-

til very recently. However, evidence is becoming available on current historical

trends in this regard as a result of a recent collaborative study being carried

out by a small group of rural sociologists in the southern U.S.9 Results reported

so far from this effort indicate that general changes are apparently taking

place in the life aspirations and expectat ions of southern rural

youth (Kuvlesky, 1974; Kuvlesky and Boykin, 1976; Kuvlesky and Monk, 1975;
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Patella and KuVlesky, 1975; Monk and Medina, 1976). These results also

indicate that the patterns of change may vary by ethnic group and within ethnic

groups by state or local areas.

To demonstrate these patterns, results from a Texas study of youth cohorts

of the same age in 1966 and 1972 are summarized in Table 5 (Kuvlesky and Stanley,

1976:43). Among these youth it can be noted that over the six year study period

there was a general lowering of projected status attainment for occupation and

education and a tendency for less projected urban migration. At the same time,

projections for family development indicated a shift toward marriage at an earlier

age and toward smaller families. It was also observed that valuation of education

relative to other life ends declined, while valuation of family aspirations in-

creased, providing rather clear evidence that some value shifts took place.

In general Black youth changed more than White youth, particularly in reference

to becoming much less certain about the chances of realizing their status expec-

tations (Kuvlesky and Stanley, 1976:35-38). Findings from parallel studies in

other states in the southern region support some of these results; however,

they also demonstrate a good deal of variability in specific patterns of change--

some of which appear to be linked to the age of respondents studied (Kuvlesky and

Boykin, 1976). While marked historical patterns of change were observed among

'southern Black and White youth, a lack of such patterns exists among Mexican

American youth, according to recent Texas results (Kuviesky and Monk, 1975; K.iv-

lesky and Patella, 1975).

The changes observed among the Texas youth and those In 0 her southern

states are not inconsistent with the more general value changes reported by

Yankelovich and generally flt the direction of value shifts described as the

"greening of America" by Reich. However, It Is too early to tell yet whether or
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not rural youth are undergoing a general and marked shift in basic social

values, or, whether the youth studied were just responding to specific stimuli

either related to changes in their immediate environment
( e., racial inte-

gration of traditionally segregated sch ols) or other factors. We have specu-

lated that several possible explanations for these changes might be as follows

(Kuviesky and Stanley, 1976:45):

(1) The success of the government-indus ry sponsored attempt
to push vocational training as a rewarding and acceptable
option to a college degree.

(2) Increasing rea m (pessimism ) among rural and disadvantaged
youth relative to their chances of experiencing dramatic
vertical social mobility.

(3) Changes in the distribution of relative bene (Pay,
leisure) and costs (hours on the job, security) asso-
ciated with different job types and different types or
levels of education over recent years

(4) The general negativism evolving about life in the metropolis.

The lack of similar changes among nonmetropol tan Mexican American youth

clearly challenges any speculation that these historical trends are all-embra

ingly general. Still, it may be that the Insular nature of the social en-

vironment Mexican Americans experience in south Texas may simply have slowed

down the penetration of general shifts and they may be experienced later.

At any rate, it seems c.ear that if general patterns of change are taking

place among rural youth, these are not impacting at the same rate or to the

same degree on all types of rural youth. Black youth a e apparently changing

more markedly than others; Wh te youth are changing moderately, and Mexican

American youth are not changing at all. This again emphasizes the need to

keep uppermost in mind the heterogeneous character of rural youth in the USA.
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Obviously, as a result of a rather generally narrow research focus on

rural youth by rural sociologists and others in the USA, there are a large

number of aspects of youth's life we know little about--either in terms of

current patterns or historical patterns of change. How are youth related

to the broader community and society outside of the family and the school?

Are rural youth in America changing behavi ral patterns related to premarital

sex, alcohol consumption, and etc.? How do rural youth get the life counseling

they need, f they do? These are examples of questions that extant research

can not provide ans e s for and indicate some lines of needed research for the

future.

ARE RURAL YOUTH A BURDEN?

The answer to the question posed above, relative to rural youth in the

USA, is both yes and no. Obviously, all youth must be perceIved as a burden

in the short-run in any society. A considerable investment is required on the

part of the family and community to provide young people with the maintenance,

general socialization, occupational training, and developmental opportunities

needed to produce productive, adjusted adult human beings. Perhaps a better

question to raise is are rural youth more of a burden than nonrural youth?

In reality this question is no easier to answer. We must ask, a burden for

whom--the family, the rural community of origin, the probable urban community

,
of eventual residence, or the society? It appears to me that the only way VD

evaluate such a question is in economic te ms ("human resources.). How much

return does a given investment offer? Or, turn it around, how much inVestMent

do you need to get a given return7 somehow I think this kind of orientation

provides a much too limited p Pe 'ye for evaluating human development.
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In the USA we maintain as cultUral themes:the right of the individual

self-realization (within some normative lim ts ) and the belief in all youth

having an equal opportunity to do so. Thit is not t- say that the social

reality fits perfectly with these ideals (President 5 Commission, 1967; Miller

and Roby, 1970:119-160). Certainly, most rural youth are hindered, relative

to many nonrural youth, in realizing their life ends, at least, in part because

they are situated in small communities rather than metropolitan areas. They

are at a relative disadvantage in realizing their personal and socila poten-

tials as adults.

At'present the America, society at large (i.e. the federal government)

h s not accepted the burAen of equalizing opportunity for rural youth relative

nonrural youth. It is not likely that either most rural families or small

communit es will have the resources to do so. It is also quite probable that

most small communities have not and will not be 'Inclined to do so (Gans, 1968).

What is true for rural youth in general in this regard, is going to exist to

a greater degree for rural minority youth and the rural poor. There are many

ways of helping rural youth In the USA increase the chances of obtaining their

life ends and a satisfying and productive social. existence.

Over the last five years I have written at length in offering suggestions

in this regard (Kuvlesky, 1971; Kuvlesky and Stutz, 1972; Wright, Kuvlesky and

'Salinas, 1973; Kuvlesky [5osi9122issIAL, 1979]; Kuviesky and Boykin, 1976).

A brief summary of some of the more important general changes that I think are

needed to provide for improvement.of life Chances and human resource develop-

ment among rural youth in the USA is provided in the listing belt*:

(1) The fi st and most important need is the development of
a high priority national policy aimed at improving educa-
tion, training, and counseling services for rural youth,
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particularly for those who are socially and economically
disadvantaged.

There is a need for massive federal and state investments
in education in deprived rural areas to equalize quality
of instruction, facilities, and availability of alternative
opportunities relative to metropolitan areas.

There is a need to develop more adequate, cooperative,
working linkages between levels of government, educa-
tional institutions, and special professional groupings
having a role to play or a concern with rural young
people.

(4) There is a need to reevaluate and perhaps modify the
objectives, programs, and practices of adult-lead
youth organNations serving rural areas (i.e. Future
Farmers of America, Future Homemakers of America, and
4-H). These can play a broad role in meeting needs
of more rural youth than they have in the past. Also,
we need to consider the possibility of evolving new
organizations of this type.

(5) There is a need to instigate changes in local educational
structures prevailing in some regions or local areas
which impede ..;,velopment of rural youth--the sanctity
of the local school and local control of it, the em-
phasis on too few and too narrow vocational programs,
the tendency to restrict counseling to vocational inter-
ests, the lack of student involvement in decision making,
the tendency to make do wilth teachers who are readily
available or who cost little, and the lack of concern
for the development of broad, continuous educational
programs reaching beyond adolescence.

(6) The need to get parents involved, with youth, in thinking
through life plans, career lines, and educational needs.

Obviously, this list could be expanded and each point needs considerable elabo-

ration. Besides the reports i have authored, as cited above, I suggest to you

a report by the Presidents' National Advisory Comnmiss i n on Rural Poverty (1967:

41-58). This report provides rationales for the suggested changes listed

above and offers thirty-three recommendations for improving rural education.

At a more general level James Coleman and his ass ciates on the "Panel on Youth
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of the President's Science Advisory Commi ee" ( 974- [Irt have recently

published a report offering an imaginative set of alternative structures and

programs for improving Ameri an education. Many of these have relevance to

meeting the needs I have mentioned above.

In conclusion, rural sociologists in the USA have the opportunity t

play an important role in helping to improve developmental cIrcumstances for

rural youth. We have just begun to face up to the demands this opportun ty

places upon us and to organize ourselves relative to evolving cooperative

structures to better develop and realize our potential role.
10
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FOOTNOTES

For purposes of estimating:the rural youth population
I have accepted the

United. States census definition of rural (i.e. places of less than 2500
people) and used a rather inclusive definition of youth which includes
all people up to 25 years of age. Obviously, one can be critical of these
rather arbitrary operational definitions. The common usage of "rural"
usually refers to a more inclusive universe--sometimes all nonmetropolitan
places (Bealer, et al., 1965). Youth most generally is used to refer to
adolescents and young adults as does the term "young people." Both of
these common usages will be reflected in the study populations involved
in much of the research cited here. Most of the "youth" research done
by rural sociologists in the USA has been restricted to older adolescents.
On the other hand, as far as rurality is concerned, youth in a variety of
size of place types have been researched. Personally, I feel that broad
operational definitions of both "rural" and "youth" serve our purposes
best; however, 1 selected the particular operational definitions above_
primarily to facilitate use of U.S. Census data tabulations and compari-
son of small scale studies.

2 The definitions of regions of the USA are those determined for use by the
U.S. Census (Jimenez, 1973:9). Attention should be called to the fact that
considerable intraregional variation exists by state in terms of number
and ethnic types of rural youth (Jimenez, 1973b; Jimenez, 1973c).

By "White" youth we mean all those of European ethnic origin. This explici
ly excludes Blacks, Native Americans (American Indian and, for our pur-
poses here, Mexican Americans as well.

Some American sociologists ar ue that the rural-urban residence variable
has little utility as a signi icent social attribute in American society
today (Beeler, et al., 1965), while others maintain it is still a signi-
ficant differentiation (Glenn and Alston, 1967). It seems to me that
rurality of residence may or may not be significant depending on a number
of considerations--age of respondents, attributes of units being studied,
and region or specific location of area of study. We probably have_given
far too much attention to attempting to establish general classes of resi-
dence types and not enough to examining the variability among particular
communities of a particular size.

Several longitudinal studies have been reported on the social attainment
process of rural youth over the past twenty years (Kuviesky and Beeler,
1966). For the most part these studies had little utility for the purpose
stated above in that they involved too short a period of time, were limited
to local populations, and usually did not provide for rural-urban compara-
tive analyses (Kuviesky, 1970). A relatively recent study started in 1966
by a. group of rural sociologists in the southern USA ("USDA..CSRS," "5-61"
and "5-81") and intended to continue through at least 1980 may provide a
basis for eventually coming to grips with this question ( Cosby, et al.,

1973).
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6. The reasoning behind this hypothesis is that while the widespread impactof mass communication has probably leveled prior intergroup variations in valuesand attitudinal plienrmena, th :. contextual differences of interaction andsocial organization tied in closely with variability in size of placeprobably produces at least some differences in type and quality of inter-action.

Reich (1970:217-298) perceives what is in my opinion a turning away fromthe prevalent value themes associated with a modern, industrialized society--achievement self-centeredness, impersonality, competition, and analyti-cal thought.

Yankelovich (1974:9-11), unlike Reich, sees the value change taking placeas a synthesis of old traditional values and "New Values."

9 This group consists of those associated with "Objective C" of USDA-CSRSproject "5-81:" John Dunkelberger (Auburn University), V. A. Boyd (Clem-son University), George Ohiendorf (Louisiana State University) and BillKuvlesky (Texas A&M University)
.

1 We organized a Rural Youth Research Grou as part of the Rural SociologicalSociety last year and held our initial, organizing session at the 1975RSS meetings in San Francisco. Over thirty people attended this sessionand indicated a desire to be members of the research group. I have thehonor of serving as the first Chairman of the RYRG, and, I will send 3list of the group's members to anyone desiring it.
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