
What can we do to improve 
the lives of rural students 
with high abilities who 

are in environments of poverty? How 
can we increase the odds that these 
students can enter and be successful 
in college and subsequently break 
away from the limitations poverty 
imposes? 

Project Aspire, funded by a Jacob 
K. Javits federal grant, sought to 
answer these questions by increas-
ing the number and success of rural 
students from poverty in rigorous 
courses. Professional development 
opportunities were provided for the 
counselors of schools affiliated with 
Project Aspire. This article describes 
Project Aspire and its foundations; 
the relevant lessons learned from the 
literature on poverty, small schools, 
rural schools, and gifted education; 
and the lessons learned from the 
counselors who work with students in 
these environments. These lessons are 
about what we know of the difficul-
ties high-ability students of poverty 
face and how school personnel might 
assist these students more effectively. 
If the academic talent of these stu-
dents is nurtured and developed, it 
will assist them in gaining the level of 

education needed to break free of the 
bonds of poverty. 

Cross and Coleman’s (2005) 
school-based conception of gifted-
ness (SCG) served as the foundation 
for Project Aspire. In this model 
young children may be thought of as 
gifted if they possess certain learning 
characteristics such as rapid learning, 
complex thinking, and/or creativity. 
These children have the potential for 
later high performance or accomplish-
ment in academic domains. However, 
in order for them to demonstrate that 
high level of performance during 
adolescence and beyond, the school 
must provide them with opportuni-
ties for advanced and challenging 
work. The students must then “seize” 
such opportunities in order to become 
independent learners. Students with 
potential need challenging academic 
work during the elementary school 
years to be prepared to take advan-
tage of advanced opportunities dur-
ing their adolescent years. In homes 
with the benefit of higher socioeco-
nomic status and/or higher level of 
parent education, the young child 
with high potential may be provided 
with early intellectual stimulation, 
outside enrichment opportunities, 
and resources to develop indepen-

dent learning. Not all students expe-
rience such advantages. It is vital that 
schools provide advanced educational 
options in grades K–12 because these 
are likely the only opportunities 
for gifted students from poverty to 
develop their talents. 

Project Aspire was also based on 
findings from Adelman’s (1999) anal-
ysis of longitudinal data for a national 
cohort of 10th-grade students until 
they were age 30. The study, not 
restricted by ability, found rigorous 
academic preparation in high school 
was the most accurate predictor of 
bachelor degree attainment. The aca-
demic resource component consisted 
of academic intensity and quality 
of the curriculum, test scores, and 
grade point average (GPA); of those, 
“intensity and quality” of the high 
school curriculum emerged as more 
important than either test scores or 
GPA in predicting college gradua-
tion. The curricular component itself 
examined the number of units of 
English, math, science, social studies, 
and foreign language as one element, 
the highest level of math completed as 
another, and the number of Advanced 
Placement (AP) courses as the third. 
Finishing a course in trigonometry or 
precalculus more than doubled the 
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odds that a student who entered col-
lege eventually graduated. In looking 
at Advanced Placement, students who 
had taken no AP courses completed 
a bachelor’s degree at a rate of 33%; 
those who had completed one AP 
course completed college at a rate 
of 59%; and those who had taken 
two or more AP courses completed 
a 4-year degree at a rate of 76%. 
The only demographic variable that 
proved important in the study was 
socioeconomic status (SES), but it 
was much less important to eventual 
completion after the first year of col-
lege; high school academic resources 
was a stronger variable than SES 
in explaining what makes a differ-
ence in degree completion. Students 
from the lowest SES quintiles who 
had the best academic preparation 
earned bachelor’s degrees at a higher 
rate than most students from the 
highest SES quintile without such 
preparation. Collectively, these find-
ings build a powerful argument for 
identifying capable students from all 
demographic groups and providing 
them with advanced curriculum. In 
fact, Adelman indicated that the most 
important component over which we 
have control is to ensure students have 
the opportunity to learn challenging 

material and to ensure that they take 
advantage of that opportunity. 

With the above foundation, 
Project Aspire was created to identify 
poor rural students with academic 
potential and to provide them with 
academic and counseling support in 
AP courses and their prerequisites. AP 
courses were provided to the schools 
through distance learning. Teams of 
teachers by subject area from grades 
7–12 were trained to provide conti-
nuity in techniques of critical think-
ing and approach in order to help 
students prepare in a systematic way 
for eventual success in AP courses. 
Counselors were provided with pro-
fessional development to enhance 
their knowledge of low-income and 
high-ability students and their needs. 
Professional development and sup-
port were provided for the 21 school 
counselors in the 14 rural school cor-
porations with significant incidence 
of poverty. The first lessons learned 
were from reviewing the literature 
and the authors’ professional experi-
ence; the later lessons presented are 
from conversations with the counsel-
ors about that literature and how it 
applied to their experiences and set-
tings. Each of the lessons is described 
below in detail. 

Lessons Learned

Lesson 1: The rural population is 
difficult to define and is not homog-
enous. According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics 
(2001) using locale codes, about 10% 
of U.S. public school students were 
in rural schools not located near any 
metropolitan area and another 10% 
attended schools in areas with a town, 
but were not located near any metro-
politan area. The same report showed 
55% of all public school districts in 
the United States were in these small 
towns or rural locations not near 
metropolitan areas. Three states had 
no districts in these areas, and others 
had hundreds of such districts. We 
found that even defining the term 
rural was not entirely clear. At least 
three major coding systems are used 
to determine the type of classifica-
tion a geographic area receives. One 
system does not specifically identify 
small towns and uses one classifica-
tion for an entire county; one type 
does not have an exact definition 
of rural; and the third is used by 
the National Center for Education 
Statistics but applies a single code 
for an entire school district (National 
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Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). 
As an illustration, a recent report, Why 
Rural Matters from the Rural School 
and Community Trust (Malhoit, 
2005), differed in the statistics it 
offered from those listed above. Some 
groups include only rural areas, with-
out considering how near they might 
be to a metropolitan area, and some 
literature includes small towns with 
rural areas because of the similarity in 
population density. Regardless of the 
issues in finding and comparing data 
that relate exactly to students in small 
towns or rural areas, it was clear that 
while the total number of students 
attending rural schools was a fairly 
small percentage of all U.S. students, 
the majority of school districts in the 
United States were not located near 
the resources of larger metropolitan 
areas. In addition, the issues relating 
to educating students in small and/or 
rural schools did not affect all states 
equally. 

The situation described above 
illustrates the limitations of national 
statistics; such statistics may mask sig-
nificant differences in characteristics 
and challenges faced by students in 
rural schools. Fasko and Fasko (1998) 
noted that rural and small town com-
munities vary on dimensions of racial 
composition, religion, socioeconomic 
status, social structure, values, and 
source of local employment. As such, 
small and rural schools remain dif-
ficult to categorize fully, and local 
initiatives need to be determined 
according to each local context. For 
those accustomed to working with 
students with high ability, the chal-
lenge rings familiar: to work effec-
tively with students already out of the 
mainstream, one must tailor services 
to meet individual needs. Although 
one can attempt to describe general 
characteristics of gifted adolescents or 
rural schools, tremendous individual 
variation exists, resulting in the need 

for unique solutions for individuals 
and settings. 

As with gifted children and their 
needs, myths and misconceptions 
related to the homogeneity of rural 
schools also prevail. For example, 
crime and drug abuse are presumed 
to be less prevalent in rural areas, but 
recent statistics indicate that rural 
areas face increasing challenges from 
drug use and crime. Adolescents in 
rural areas and towns not near met-
ropolitan areas were found as likely 
or more likely to abuse substances as 
teens in metropolitan areas (National 
Center on Addiction and Substance 
Abuse, 2000; Scheer, Borden, & 
Donnermeyer, 2000). The Project 
Aspire counselors emphasized the 
increasing problem of methamphet-
amine labs operating in their rural 
areas. Indeed, rural areas are well-
suited for this drug due to the greater 
ease of hiding such labs and the acces-
sibility of the ingredients used in pro-
duction (e.g., anhydrous ammonia). 
To define or characterize rural areas 
as not having the problems of drug 
use and crime facing urban areas is 
erroneous. The above issues convey 
the problems in defining what consti-
tutes “rural” and illustrate the hetero-
geneity of rural environments. 

Lesson 2: Much remains unknown 
about poverty in rural areas and the 
gifted children it affects. Another look 
at statistics is needed when evaluating 
poverty. We found that nearly 40% 
of all students in the United States 
qualified for Free or Reduced Price 
Lunches (F/RL) in 2003; 38% were 
eligible for F/RL in areas consid-
ered rural by the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2003). 
While a considerable research bank on 
students from economic disadvan-
tage exists, relatively little research 
has been conducted specifically with 
students of poverty in rural settings. 

Most of the research has focused on 
poverty in combination with minor-
ity populations and/or urban settings. 
Rural schools with the combination of 
high populations of poverty and little 
racial or ethnic diversity have not been 
studied in depth. Sherwood (2001) 
summarized this problem by saying, 
“Time and again, rural areas have 
been declared the orphaned ‘stepchild’ 
of the national education research 
program, which has largely failed to 
adequately identify and address con-
ditions specific to them” (p. 1). 

Not surprisingly, little research 
has examined the combination of 
rural and/or small towns, poverty, 
and high-ability or gifted students. 
Indeed, looking at two recent and 
lengthy reports focusing on issues 
for high-quality education in rural 
schools, the word gifted or the term 
high ability was never mentioned 
(Johnson & Strange, 2005; Malhoit, 
2005). The field of gifted educa-
tion has produced some research, 
but researchers examining poverty 
or rural schools have been silent on 
high-ability learners. We need more 
information on this combination of 
characteristics. This is a special popu-
lation and we must learn the most 
effective ways to develop the talent 
that is present within it.

Lesson 3: Small schools, small 
towns, or rural areas have both 
advantages and disadvantages for stu-
dents, including the gifted. Cotton 
(1996) performed a synthesis of 103 
research studies and reviews related 
to school size and found benefits of 
small schools to students, as well as 
teachers. Students in smaller schools 
experienced more positive attitudes 
about school, higher academic self-
concepts, at least equal academic 
achievement, fewer disciplinary 
incidents, better attendance, higher 
participation rates in extracurricular 
activities, lower drop-out rates, and 
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a greater sense of belonging. Gifted 
students from rural areas viewed the 
competition for valedictorian as posi-
tive, while gifted students from larger 
school settings described feelings of 
greater anxiety and stress (Cross & 
Stewart, 1995). A family-like atmo-
sphere of school is often described by 
gifted students in small rural schools 
(Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 1993). 
Gifted students in rural high schools 
did not experience the stigma of 
giftedness (Coleman, 1985), as oth-
ers often identified them with their 
extracurricular activities instead of 
just their academic talent. Cross and 
Dixon (1998) found gifted students 
in these environments were less likely 
to be seen in the one dimension of 
giftedness but rather as a composite 
of their activities and talents. These 
positive experiences allowed the 
gifted student in a small or rural high 
school greater social latitude than 
gifted students from larger schools. 

On the other hand, students of 
high ability in small or more isolated 
schools also have a smaller num-
ber of academic and/or social peers. 
Providing challenging curriculum 
in these environments may require 
different models, approaches, and 
options than serving gifted students 
in larger or urban environments 
(Colangelo, Assouline, & New, 
1999). Because of the small number 
of professional staff in these districts 
and the small number of students with 
these special learning needs, teachers 
and administrators are less likely to 
have the special training required 
to adequately plan for needed ser-
vices. In a review of the literature, 
Cross and Dixon (1998) noted that 
providing services to gifted students 
in rural areas may be complicated 
by a lack of proximity to resources, 
limited access to academic materials, 
fewer choices of advanced courses, 
and extended travel time to attend 

afterschool opportunities. So, while 
gifted students in small towns or 
rural areas may have more opportu-
nities to be treated as individuals, the 
geographic distance from advanced 
resources may be a roadblock in their 
talent development. 

Lesson 4: Identifying and serv-
ing gifted rural students from pov-
erty requires consideration of their 
differing circumstances and values. 
Identification protocols often use 
standardized achievement measures 
and do not begin to find students until 
third or fourth grade, by which time 
achievement gaps between income 
groups may be wide. Students with 
high ability who did not have access 
to reading materials or someone to 
nurture their academic readiness in 
the preschool and primary years are 
at a disadvantage for identification. 
Program designers may want to con-
sider nonverbal measures and per-
formance assessments in an early 
identification schema to find and 
nurture talent that occurs in children 
of poverty. 

In addition to issues with identi-
fication, children from poverty may 
also experience challenges resulting 
from limited resources when par-
ticipating in gifted programs. For 
example, programs and class assign-
ments for high-ability students usu-
ally involve more project work that 
requires supplies, more research, more 
group work outside of class time, and 
more trips to other locations for field 
trips or contests. Library and Internet 
access, computers, printers, and pho-
tocopying enhance a student’s ability 
to produce a professional product. 
Additionally, students need trans-
portation and pocket money for 
admissions and meals while at these 
locations. Program facilitators may 
need to carefully review services to 
ensure the availability of necessary 

resources for all students to fully 
participate. 

Opportunities located beyond 
the school campus or outside the 
parameters of the school day may 
exclude participation of children of 
poverty living in rural areas. For 
example, magnet programs, univer-
sity programs, or academic contests 
may not be realistic options for these 
students. Slocumb and Payne (2000) 
noted that friends and family of the 
gifted child of poverty may not be a 
part of the advanced academic scene, 
so the child may elect not to par-
ticipate in order to preserve his or her 
group identity. 

Ruby Payne (1998) proposed 
that the culture of poverty may have a 
differing value structure that must be 
understood by school personnel if we 
are to help poor students break free 
of their limitations. Poor students’ 
language and response to correction 
may be different from that of other 
students, and we may need to teach 
them responses that will further their 
opportunities. When trying to plan 
opportunities for academic support, 
we must be mindful of transportation 
availability and students’ responsi-
bilities for siblings. Materials with 
which to work and a quiet, orderly 
place to study in the home may not 
be available. The poor often survive 
in the present and planning for col-
lege may be too remote, distant, 
and unlikely to have much mean-
ing. Relationships take on added sig-
nificance and school personnel may 
want to cultivate a positive, personal 
relationship with students from pov-
erty and their parents. The coun-
selors from Project Aspire validated 
these underpinnings of poverty while 
affirming their own need to remind 
themselves that some students have 
never shared the middle class values 
held dear by most school personnel. 
These students may not have been 
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taught the benefits of delayed gratifi-
cation, goal setting, respect for teach-
ers, the importance of education, and 
career planning that are more com-
mon in the middle class. 

Lesson 5: Rural high-ability stu-
dents may lack foundation for success 
in advanced courses. Counselors from 
Project Aspire schools reported that 
some of their students resisted taking 
courses that demanded significant 
outside preparation and intensive 
study (Cross & Burney, 2005). If 
these students did not have a history 
of appropriately challenging class 
work, they resented a new demand 
on their time. Many of them held 
part-time jobs or family responsi-
bilities that required their attention 
during afterschool hours. Often, 
their friends were not involved in 
advanced courses and taking the less 
challenging option had social appeal. 
Some parents looked unfavorably 
upon the expectation that the stu-
dent would work “overtime” for no 
apparent immediate benefit. Few, 
if any, high-achieving students are 
available to serve as models of rigor-
ous study. The lack of a critical mass 
of high-achieving students illustrates 
the need to begin developing aca-
demic talent early in the elementary 
grades. Challenging work inside the 
classroom and within homework is 
more likely to be accepted if it has 
been the expectation since the early 
school years. More students would 
achieve at higher levels, making it less 
unusual to be in advanced courses. 
This problem is not confined to stu-
dents of poverty or rural areas, but it 
affects them as well. 

The counselors reported few 
students from their schools had 
ever achieved recognition from 
the National Merit Scholarship 
Competition or the Advanced 
Placement Scholars Recognition, or 
had applied successfully to highly 

selective postsecondary programs. 
Consequently, counselors did not 
have much experience with advis-
ing highly qualified students apply-
ing for highly selective postsecondary 
options. This is unfortunate, as the 
counselor may be unfamiliar with the 
extensive demands and competitive 
nature of that admissions process. 
The lack of foundational experi-
ences, as highlighted above, places 
another number of obstacles before 
rural students as they try to succeed 
in advanced courses. 

Lesson 6: School climate and poli-
cies may inhibit academic advance-
ment. More rigorous courses may 
require too much preparation time 
for some teachers, as well as some 
students. In small schools a teacher 
is more likely to have many different 
class preparations, and the demand 
of preparing for an AP course may 
be too time consuming on top of the 
other assignments. Teaching an AP 
course may also involve participating 
in professional development related 
to teaching the AP curriculum that 
is less likely to be offered nearby or 
at a time convenient for the teacher. 
Other teachers trying to differenti-
ate within the classroom for a small 
number of high-ability students may 
find it difficult if they are already pre-
paring for multiple courses on a daily 
basis. In addition, new requirements 
for highly qualified teachers require 
teachers to have earned a major or 
minor in the subjects they teach; this 
may restrict the course assignments 
a teacher can be given. Counselors, 
too, reported feeling overwhelmed 
with their varied responsibilities and 
consequently had trouble finding 
time to seek out their students of 
poverty for extra support. These are 
not issues confined to rural schools, 
but the nature of rural schools (small, 
more isolated, and with fewer spe-

cialized staff) may make them more 
likely to have these issues. 

School policies also can inadver-
tently undermine advanced academic 
achievement. The competition for 
valedictorian may seem to positively 
promote high achievement, but if 
schools do not reward participa-
tion in Advanced Placement with a 
weighted grade, some top students 
will elect to take an easier course so 
as not to jeopardize their cumula-
tive grade point average. Weighted 
grading systems are used in about 
half of the nation’s high schools, but 
they are not consistent in what they 
reward, nor are they without critics 
(Manzo, 1998). Some smaller schools 
also are reluctant to encourage their 
top students to attend college early, 
as this would then deny the school 
their leaders for many extracurricu-
lar activities. In addition, the school 
would not receive the state per-pupil 
payment for the student during what 
would have been his or her senior 
year. Schools that do not promote 
early algebra, do not allow middle 
school students to take high school 
courses for credit, do not arrange dual 
enrollment at local colleges, or do not 
allow early matriculation deny their 
students the opportunity to experi-
ence these high-level challenges. 

Lesson 7: Students from poverty 
who have no family members experi-
enced with higher education require 
exceptional levels of support in order 
to successfully graduate from college. 
Project Aspire counselors identified 
the lack of role models for advanced 
academic achievement within the 
family and lack of parental assistance 
with the college planning process as 
huge barriers for their students. They 
reported their students felt intimi-
dated by advanced courses and lacked 
confidence in their ability to achieve 
success in advanced mathematics or 
science courses. The counselors expe-
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rienced the greatest possibility of suc-
cess when they arranged for students 
to visit nearby colleges, taking them 
on planned visits to familiarize them 
with the campuses and helping them 
develop an understanding of the col-
lege experience. Summer programs 
with a residential component on a 
college campus allowing students to 
experience dorm living were sug-
gested as being powerful for first-
generation college students. College 
visits or summer programs required 
counselor follow-up with individual-
ized attention, support, and encour-
agement through each step of the 
college application process.

The 2000 U.S. Census reported 
that 23.3% of all adults living outside 
a metropolitan area do not hold a 
high school diploma or equivalent; 
the comparable statistic for those 
inside a metropolitan area is 18.7%. 
Students in nonmetropolitan areas 
are not as likely to have parents with 
college experience as are those in 
more populated areas. These students 
are likely not to have anyone at home 
with experience in advanced academ-
ics, the college admissions process, 
completion of forms, writing college 
essays, interviewing, seeking recom-
mendations, or taking the SAT. When 
announcing or posting scholarship or 
program notices, school personnel 
will likely have to personally track 
down these students, encourage their 
participation, explain the procedures, 
and provide them assistance in com-
pleting required paperwork. 

Because parents and family mem-
bers may not possess the background 
necessary to assist with homework, 
school personnel will need to pro-
vide consistent, comprehensive, and 
ongoing support to help the stu-
dent persist in the face of challenge 
in a strong high school curriculum. 
Rigorous curriculum with ongoing 
encouragement and support from 

teachers and counselors can signifi-
cantly affect rural high-ability stu-
dents of poverty. 

Lesson 8: Rural high ability students 
from low-income families frequently 
require support to help overcome prob-
lems of inadequate self-efficacy, low 
self-esteem, and self-concept. Project 
Aspire counselors variously cited 
poor self-concept or low self-esteem 
as being among the foremost reasons 
low-income students of high ability 
fail to complete rigorous coursework. 
Self-efficacy, while not specifically 
identified, may be a contributing 
factor, as well. Indeed, Bong and 
Skaalvik (2003) discuss the differ-
ences among the terms and main-
tain that self-efficacy is a precursor 
of the development of self-concept. 
Regardless of the differing terms, it 
is these opinions about one’s own 
abilities and self that significantly 
influence further growth and devel-
opment. 

Students’ perceptions of their 
own ability to perform affects their 
willingness to try new things and 
to persist in the face of challenge. 
Observing someone else similar to 
themselves modeling successful strat-
egies also proves helpful for students. 
Receiving encouragement and sup-
port from others for their efforts 
will likewise increase feelings of self-
efficacy. Research concerning rural 
students and self-esteem is lacking, 
but Fasko and Fasko (1998) suggest 
early intervention to enable impover-
ished students to have success experi-
ences, resulting in self-efficacy. When 
students can experience success early 
in a challenging curriculum, they 
can develop a confidence in their 
own ability to handle difficult aca-
demic work. Schools must provide 
that challenge so students will be pre-
pared to do well in those high school 
courses that are the best indicators of 
college completion. Schools that pro-

vide this challenge will also develop 
a cohort of students, increasing the 
likelihood of an appropriate role 
model for persistence. Kitano and 
Lewis (2005) provided an excellent 
review of the literature on resiliency 
as it relates to gifted students and at-
risk students. Their review identified 
strategies likely to enhance outcomes 
for those students. One of those rec-
ommendations specifically relates to 
overcoming hardships by supporting 
self-efficacy. Although this was not 
specific to the population of high-
ability rural students from poverty, 
the larger group described would 
appear to encompass the population 
of interest here. 

Lesson 9: Students need to develop 
good study skills in order to be success-
ful in rigorous courses. Students with 
high academic potential assimilate 
new information more rapidly than 
average learners. If the school does 
not have an advanced curriculum for 
its most able learners during the pri-
mary grades, these students may find 
school tasks too easy and therefore 
never learn how to study. Grade-level 
curriculum does not provide enough 
challenge for high-ability students to 
learn to work hard in school; they get 
good grades without working hard in 
the elementary grades. They do not 
learn how to manage time, to over-
come academic difficulties, to priori-
tize, to be organized, or how to study. 
They do not expand their thinking 
skills. They equate smart with easy, 
so when things inevitably become 
more difficult, they have few strate-
gies and may have little confidence. 
Just because a student is smart does 
not mean he or she knows how to 
study effectively, how to synthesize, 
how to analyze information, or how 
to organize and present important 
points. These skills must be learned 
and must be practiced in context. 
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An advanced class in high school 
may be the first time a student of high 
ability has experience with something 
academically challenging. If a student 
has always succeeded in the past by 
skimming the material, paying atten-
tion only partially during class, and 
completing homework on the bus on 
the way to school, the demands of a 
calculus course or a second year of 
chemistry without appropriate study 
skills may be more than he or she is 
equipped to handle. When they find 
something hard, students frequently 
conclude they must not have been 
smart after all. 

High-ability students need cur-
riculum and instruction to match 
their instructional needs from kin-
dergarten to grade 12. In this way, 
they can learn how to study and gain 
self-confidence. Students of poverty 
also face the additional challenges 
of lack of resources and sometimes 
familial support, so it is of added 
importance that they are given the 
needed instruction in organiza-
tion and time management while at 
school. It is also important for them 
to experience college-level work while 
they are in the more supportive high 
school environment. In this way they 
can prepare themselves for the chal-
lenge of college before they face the 
additional, nonacademic adjustments 
of a first-generation college student.

Lesson 10: Developing a personal 
relationship with students of poverty 
is of key importance. This lesson pro-
vides the most comprehensive and 
most important message. With few 
material resources available, relation-
ships take on additional significance 
as they are critical to one’s survival 
(Payne, 1998). The societies of pov-
erty are predominantly matriarchal, 
with the primary caregiver exerting 
the greatest influence on the child. 
The development of a close, trusting 
relationship with the student and with 

the primary caregiver is an important 
key to the success of the student from 
poverty. We noted this in Lesson 7 
as it relates to college matriculation, 
but we note it again because it sig-
nificantly influences all aspects of the 
student’s development. The school 
counselor, or another person with an 
interest in the student, must provide 
that solid support for educational 
persistence and attainment that is 
customarily provided by the parent 
in middle class families. The school 
faculty member will need to do this 
in a way that communicates that he 
or she cares about what happens to 
the student and has confidence in his 
or her ability to be successful at the 
next level. This effort is more likely 
to be successful if the child’s care-
giver has enlisted as a comrade in the 
cause. Because of the strength of rela-
tionships, it may prove difficult for a 
child from poverty to leave his or her 
family to go to college. The family 
undoubtedly relies on this capable 
adolescent, and it will be difficult for 
the student to “desert” siblings and 
other family members to go to col-
lege. The caregiver will need to offer 
support of the plan in order for it to 
have a chance of success. 

The school counselor of rural 
students will need to invest a tremen-
dous amount of time in individual 
students. The Project Aspire coun-
selors overwhelmingly agreed that 
when they provide extra attention 
and support to help these students 
from poverty, it has a positive effect 
on their achievement. They agreed 
that these high-ability students from 
rural poverty can attend college with 
surprising frequency when the coun-
selors take the time to help them with 
goals and regularly check on their 
progress. Leaving the family or other 
important relationships may be an 
impossible barrier to attending col-
lege. By developing a constant and 

personal relationship with a high-
ability student from poverty and his 
or her parent or guardian, the school 
faculty member may be able to direct 
the student to the right opportunity 
that will result in college graduation. 

Conclusion

Rural students with academic 
promise living in poverty are mem-
bers of a special population that has 
received little attention in the litera-
ture and in their environments. We 
have lessons gleaned from related liter-
ature and from those with experience 
as school counselors in rural schools 
with a high incidence of poverty that 
might guide us in researching this 
population. Our lessons highlight the 
importance of a personal relationship 
with these students and their parents. 
If they value the relationship, it is 
likely they will try hard to perform 
in a way that pleases. The early iden-
tification of academic potential in all 
demographic groups allows nurtur-
ing through appropriately challeng-
ing curriculum and support that will 
provide the foundation for academic 
success. We must always be sensitive 
to the many limitations imposed by 
poverty. Finally, we must find what 
strategies work best to encourage the 
rural gifted from poverty. We must 
find what works best in supporting 
their academic efforts. We must find 
what works best in convincing them 
to do what no one in their family 
has done before them: achieve their 
American Dream. These 10 lessons 
from Project Aspire offer a begin-
ning point from which studies can 
be designed that identify the spe-
cific strategies most effective in find-
ing and developing these students. 
Despite the overwhelming challenges 
faced, it is with these students that we 
may make the most significant differ-
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ence. They need the public schools 
and school personnel to assist them 
in finding the way out of the bonds 
of their circumstances. GCT
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