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Introduction

Students from rural Nebraska face multiple challenges when it comes to
accessing higher education. Not only are they often far from BSN-level
programs, but they also may not know much about careers in health
professions or have people in their lives who can help them navigate
the journey both to and through college.

These barriers can make it harder for students to dream about
becoming a nurse or to believe that it's even possible. At the same time,
rural Nebraska needs more nurses.

While the literature on college access is well-developed, less is known
about how the depth and timing of institution-initiated, relationship-
based outreach influences enrollment decisions particularly for rural
students in health professions programs.

Theoretical Framework

Social Capital Theory
Coleman (1988); Behrens (2014)

Recruiters function as bridging agents who transfer social capital that rural students lack
In their existing networks.

Human Capital Theory
Coleman (1988); Perna (2006)

Education is a long-term investment. Rural students undervalue a BSN degree when they
lack proximate professional examples.

Expectancy-Value Theory
Perna (2000); Turley-Ames (2023)

Enrollment requires belief in success (expectancy) and a compelling reason to pursue a
BSN (value). Rural Students often carry deficits in both.

Tinto’s Model/Bean & Metzner
Bean & Metzner (1985)

Environmental pull factors (family obligation, geographic dislocation, financial pressure)
drive attrition. Pre-enrollment integration is a retention investment.

Literature Review

Five key themes consistently emerged across the literature:

Theme One: Where you live shapes opportunity before you
even make a choice

Hillman’'s (2016) “education dessert” framework reminds us that
geography just isn't a backdrop as it can fundamentally limit which
students even get the change to consider college. Wells (2021)
builds on this this by showing rural enrolilment gaps persist
regardless of socioeconomic status.

Theme Two: Social capital as the enrollment bridge

Coleman (1988) shows that who you know and what support they
offer can be just as important as what you know. Behrens (2014)
found that for first-generation students, feeling connected to a
college community made them more likely to enroll. Turley-Ames
(2023) highlights how, especially for rural students, consistent and
trust-based relationships with recruiters can fill that same supportive
role for students.

Theme Three: Timing matters when it comes to outreach
Perna’s (2000, 2006) phased model (predisposition, search, choice)
shows that interventions need to meet students where they are in
their journey. For rural students, making a real impact means
reaching out sooner than the usual recruitment timelines would
suggest.

Theme Four: Expectancy and value gaps are major barriers
Perna (2006) and Turley-Ames (2023) point out two big barriers:
rural students underestimate their likelihood of academic success,
and they may not see the true value of a nursing degree for their own
futures. If messaging doesn't speak to these local realities; it misses
the mark.

Theme Five: Feeling a sense of belonging before enroliment
predicts whether students stick with college

Bean & Metzer’s (1985) revision of Tinto's model shows how outside
factors, such as family or community obligations, can be the biggest
reasons students leave college. The way a student is welcomed into
the college community can make all the difference in whether they
finish their degree.
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Next Steps

 CRM analysis Take a close look at when UNMC College of
Nursing first reached out to rural Nebraska students, how often
they connected, what types of contact were used and whether
students built real relationships with recruiters. Then, see how
these connections influenced students’ decisions to enroll over a
certain period.

* Enrollment outcome data Compare where enrolled students
come from with the history of outreach they received to spot any
patterns. Does deeper or earlier contact lead to more students
enrolling?

« Student survey Ask current students from rural backgrounds
about their experiences. How strong where their relationships
with recruiters? When did they first feel truly connected? What
mattered most in their enrollment decision?

* Recruiter interviews Have in-depth conversations with
recruitment staff about how they build relationships with
students, what outreach strategies work, and what challenges
they face in keeping rural students engaged.
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