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Abstract: Although teacher recruitment and retention are widespread challenges in education, 
rural and urban counties in Nevada often feel particularly challenged. Within the research 
conducted, a common theme was uncovered as to why this challenge may be the case. Consistently 
and unprompted, inservice and preservice teachers mention their perceptions of the violence that 
occurs in rural and urban schools and communities. 
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UNDERGRADUATE CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE WORK 

Madeline Lee, Melissa Perez-Barrios, and Matthew Verbeke; all undergraduate researchers 
in the Nevada Institute on Educator Preparation, Retention, and Research (NIEPRR); were primary 
researchers on this project. They designed the study, collected and analyzed data, and wrote initial 
findings under the direction of Dr. Elizabeth de los Santos (Principal Investigator) and Dr. Jessica 
Gallo (Co-Principal Investigator) in the first year of the grant-funded project. In year two, 
Madeline Lee, Melissa Perez-Barrios, and Kaylen Weaver conducted additional data analysis and 
literature review and wrote this paper with guidance from Dr. de los Santos and Dr. Gallo.  

The recruitment and retention of teachers in Nevada has been an increasing issue within 
the last few years, especially for schools in rural areas. The state of Nevada has been actively 
creating policies and grants to help with teacher recruitment and retention, but these policies have 
had little or no impact on the rural counties. There are many factors that could be contributing to 
the teacher shortage, and this research aims to understand preservice and inservice teachers’ 
perceptions of the current climate regarding education.  

We conducted this research with a focus on the following questions: 
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1. What are some of the issues and reasons regarding the teacher shortage in Nevada?  
2. What are some of the stereotypes that non-rural teachers have of rural schools?  

 
With these two questions, the goal was to focus on the current perception of teaching in 

the state and how perceptions of rurality might contribute to this issue. Although we expected to 
find evidence of stereotypes in people’s perceptions of rural and urban schools, we were surprised 
that participants raised the issue of violence in both urban and rural schools. Preservice teachers 
voiced that some of their main concerns with teaching in either rural or urban areas were related 
to their perceptions of violence in the schools, therefore affecting the recruitment rates. These 
findings sparked an inquiry into the preservice teachers’ perceptions of violence in rural and urban 
schools and communities.  

 
DEFINING RURALITY AND URBANICITY 

 
 Because contexts for schooling are complex and multifaceted, the issue of defining 
particular kinds of contexts is challenging. With no set definition of “rural” or “urban,” it can be 
difficult to classify types of communities or even phenomena within different areas. However, 
according to Renfro et al. (2003), one-fourth of Americans reside in rural areas, characterized by 
higher poverty rates than urban areas, lagging job and income growth, offering jobs requiring 
fewer skills, paying poorly, and no longer being supported by the farming industry. In a report for 
the U.S. Department of Education, Stern (1994) notes the central role of the family, church, and 
school in rural communities. Similarly, research does not explicitly define what constitutes an 
urban area. Generally, urban areas are regions characterized by higher population density and vast 
human features compared to surrounding areas. However, without a direct definition, this is an 
inferred understanding rather than a specified one.  

Urban and rural places often are portrayed negatively in popular culture and social 
imagination (Gallo, 2020a; Gallo, 2020b). These negative images, combined with the fact that 
preservice teachers tend to seek employment opportunities in places where they have completed 
practicum experiences (Azano & Stewart, 2016), mean that teacher education programs play a 
critical role in addressing the challenges of teacher preparation, recruitment, and retention. 
 Further complicating the general perceptions of “rurality” and “urbanicity,” the increase in 
school violence in recent decades has led to various policy proposals, including arming teachers 
(Weiler et al., 2018). In focusing on the financial implications of these policies, the authors 
emphasize the need to examine such a policy’s direct and hidden costs as arming educators has 
complex and potentially substantial costs. In addition to the financial costs, Hsieh et al. (2023) 
describe the effect that exposure to violence has on youth development, explaining that exposure 
to violence at school is particularly harmful. This type of exposure can induce a constant state of 
stress for students in the amount of time they spend at school. Collectively, the increased threat of 
violence at school in recent years impacts teachers, students, and communities.  
 

METHODS 
 
 We used qualitative case study methodology to examine how a university-school 
partnership experience helped preservice teachers consider rural schools as potential career sites. 
The participants of this study were composed of both preservice and inservice teachers from 
different backgrounds and experiences with rural education. A target sample was used to find 
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individuals for the study, and they consisted of inservice teachers from Lodestar Middle School 
and preservice teachers from the University of Sky Lake (all names of participants and places are 
pseudonyms). The study consisted of five individuals in total. The study took place over the course 
of three months where semi-structured interviews were conducted that referenced the participant’s 
experiences with rural education. The interviews used narrative inquiry and aimed at garnering 
qualitative data. The interviews were conducted over Zoom and were approximately one hour in 
length. Each of the participants was given a gift card for their participation.  

Once all the interviews had been completed, undergraduate researchers transcribed them 
and removed identifying information to maintain the participants’ confidentiality. Each of the 
interviews was then coded to help identify themes across the data. Undergraduate researchers 
initially coded interviews individually using both inductive and deductive codes (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). Deductive codes were drawn from our shared readings of relevant literature about 
community-engaged teacher preparation (e.g., Clark et al., 2021) and included codes such as 
“shared decision-making,” “community-building,” and “community-conscious teachers.” 
Inductive codes arose from initial individual readings of the transcripts and included codes such 
as “definitions of rural,” “sense of community,” and “perceived threat of violence.” After the 
initial, individual round of coding, the researchers discussed preliminary findings to revise the 
coding scheme. Then all researchers read all transcripts, coding for initial themes. Throughout the 
process, all researchers engaged in conversation around their noticings, coding, and emergent 
themes. For the purpose of this paper, we focused on participants’ responses to the question, “As 
you may know, there is a severe teacher shortage in Nevada. What do you think may be some of 
the causes of this shortage?”, which seemed to elicit responses that stated violence in schools was 
one of the main reasons.  

 
FINDINGS 

 
 In interviews conducted with both preservice and inservice teachers, a recurring theme was 
the mention of violence in schools, even though there were no direct questions about this topic. 
The teachers viewed the increasing violence as a significant factor contributing to the teacher 
shortage in Nevada, specifically with a focus on urban schools. Several participants witnessed or 
heard about violence in schools and viewed it as a reason for teachers leaving the profession, along 
with the idea that there would be few or no consequences for students involved in the violence. 
This concern was noted alongside other issues, such as inadequate compensation, suggesting that 
personal safety and managing student behavior are vital considerations impacting teacher 
recruitment and retention in the state. 
 It is noteworthy to include the insights from Emilie, a preservice teacher, where she 
highlighted safety concerns in the teaching profession. She remarked, “Maybe the safety issues. 
Teaching has become a dangerous profession, so maybe they aren’t willing anymore to put their 
lives on the line.” (personal communication, February 8, 2023) This statement draws attention to 
the growing concern amongst teachers regarding their safety and the risks associated with the 
profession. This factor potentially influences the decision of individuals considering teaching as a 
career. Reflecting on the hazards teachers face, this perspective adds a significant dimension to 
understanding the challenges in teacher recruitment and retention, especially in the context of 
increasing school violence. 

This sentiment is echoed throughout each of our participants’ interviews, as many of them 
stated that, in general, violence was a major concern for those going into the profession as well as 



M. Lee, M. Perez-Barrios, K. Weaver, M. Verbeke, E. de los Santos & J. Gallo 
 

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 35, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965 
 

10 

those already teaching. Zoey, a preservice teacher, stated that “violence amongst students has been 
a big reason” (personal communication, February 11, 2023) that many inservice and preservice 
teachers are questioning their profession. The threat of violence could be a contributing factor in 
pushing teachers away from the profession. Another preservice teacher, Daniella, also commented 
that this feeling of a lack of safety was due not only to the violence but the lack of actions that 
administrators take in response to student behaviors. Daniella said that “you don’t feel safe, you 
know, as a teacher you don’t feel safe in your classroom because you know that even if the student 
acts up in class, or you know, threatens you, there are not going to be consequences for that, toward 
that student” (personal communication, February 11, 2023). Thus, according to these preservice 
teachers, not only are schools becoming unsafe for teachers, but administrators are unsupportive 
as well, adding to the perception that teaching as a profession entails too much personal risk.   
 This threat of violence was not only a fear in urban settings, but also appeared in some of 
our rural participants’ responses. While there are not a lot of instances where a rural school was 
thought to be less safe than an urban or suburban school, there was one participant who stated that 
the threat of violence took a different form in rural schools. Leonard, an inservice teacher at a rural 
school, said “you think things are under control or going well, and then an incident like a kid brings 
a gun to school” (personal communication, March 6, 2023). Although no actual violence occurred, 
the threat was still present, and Leonard doesn’t perceive rural school communities to be immune 
from the threat of violence. He also pointed out that students in rural communities may have more 
ready access to guns due to the prevalence of hunting and ranching.  

An interesting point of tension that we witnessed was with the description of urban schools 
as more violent than rural schools. However, preservice teachers still claimed that they would not 
teach at a rural school. The preservice teachers in this study considered teaching in a rural school 
as a possibility for their futures, but they did not identify it as a preference or near possibility. The 
teachers cited reasons such as being closer to family in their current settings (urban or suburban) 
or wanting to teach in a setting in which they were more familiar because they did not grow up in 
a rural place. One participant shared that they might consider teaching in a rural place in the far 
future. Despite the rural landscape appearing safer, many of the preservice teachers chose to be in 
more urban school settings. One participant, Daniella, even stated about the rural school that they 
visited: “Yes, it is a very small community. Maybe I don’t have that much entertainment here, but 
in return I get to feel safe in my classroom” (personal communication, February 11, 2023). 
However, she still stated that she would not work in a rural school until she was nearing retirement 
in her career.  

 
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 Through this research, we found that the perceived violence in schools might be affecting 
the recruitment of teachers to both urban and rural populations. Although these perceptions might 
be heavily based on negative stereotypes about rural and urban communities, these perceptions are 
impacting the recruitment of teachers in all areas of the education system. Preservice and inservice 
teachers might be imagining that schools are more violent than they are in actuality. Teacher 
education programs need to prepare preservice teachers for the wide variety of places that they 
could be employed in. These programs need to stress the importance of not relying on stereotypes 
and encourage students to gain lived experiences with these places before they make judgements 
that would prevent them from seeking employment in rural or urban schools.  
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