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ABSTRACT 

In the discussion about the formation and function of partnerships between community 

anchor institutions (e.g., schools, communities, and museums), previous studies examining 

motivating reasons for partnerships have been primarily focused on urban settings. Next to no 

research has been conducted to understand the unique factors that support partnerships in rural 

communities. Therefore, the purpose of this instrumental case study was to examine the 

motivating reasons why stakeholders from community anchor institutions establish and sustain a 

partnership to design and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context. 

Data were collected using field notes, documents, audiovisual digital materials, and semi-

structured interviews with nine stakeholders representing a museum and a local school district.  

The findings from this study illuminated the importance of understanding the nature of 

partnerships in a rural context. They highlight a significant shift away from previous definitions 

of partnerships as transactional and elevate the importance of both the relational aspects of a 

partnership and the critical role that relationships play in everyday rural life. The results of this 

study revealed how rural community members are connected through multiple roles and 

intentionally build long-standing relationships to support students beyond the classroom. The 

results also extended the findings of previous studies regarding individuals’ motivating reasons 

for partnerships, through articulating the multidimensional reasons why stakeholders in rural 

contexts participate in partnership activities. These reasons included: a vision for the whole 

community, beliefs about personal contributions, and the value of place. Finally, the participants 

in this study demonstrated solution-focused innovation in their approaches to prioritizing 

partnership activities. This new finding highlights the shortcomings of previous descriptions of 

the factors that shape partnership activities which reflect superficial understandings of 

partnerships through vocabulary choices such as constrain or promote. Notably, this study 

provided an example of rural education innovation modeling how new ideas developed with rural 

communities can build on and extend previous positive outcomes (White & Downey, 2021).  

Recommendations are made for future research to explore relational partnerships and anchor 

institutions in other communities, as well as studying how these relationships contribute to 

measures of community well-being, vitality, and student outcomes.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

Communities are built with relationships, creating intricate webs, woven patterns of 

social interactions, and interconnected structures of relationships and arrangements between 

individuals and institutions. When living together in a community, students can build a shared 

sense of place and an understanding of intradependence, that an individual’s personal health and 

security is connected with everyone and everything around them (Theobald, 1997). When place 

is centered in the curriculum, learners can grow to see themselves as part of a community web 

whose actions matter. As a result, education lays a foundation for social responsibility, both 

locally and in broader contexts (Bryant et al., 1999). This approach to teaching and learning 

supports community by developing a sense of belonging among individuals, creating 

opportunities where students can learn to act effectively in and with the community, and building 

shared stories about place (Brooke, 2003).  

Places shape who we are and embody our histories. Places contain our relationships, our 

lived experiences, our memories, and our future. In positioning place as lived experience, 

Greenwood (2013) describes places as pedagogical, meaning that places teach us about the world 

and make us who we are. Education that is centered around place is commonly known as place-

based education. This approach emphasizes the importance of basing learning in local contexts, 

helping students understand that their relationship within the larger world is constructed from a 

relationship with their own place (Barnhardt, 2008; Sobel, 2013). Building on this connection 
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and based in the theoretical framework of a critical pedagogy of place, place-conscious education 

recognizes and incorporates the roles power and privilege play in teaching and learning 

(Gruenewald, 2003a, 2014). Place-conscious education aims to engage teachers and students in 

local life, or community, and in the political process of understanding their space and place and 

the connections between their place and the larger world (Gruenewald, 2003b). In this process, 

students learn that place matters, as curriculum and pedagogy are connected to their communities 

within a global context. 

The Role of Place in Education 

An education based in place is foundational to our understandings of learning and 

instruction but has only been named and described in the past 30 years. Stemming from the field 

of environmental education, David Orr’s 1992 article begins the modern discussion on place-

based education (Orr, 2013). Orr describes how the writings of John Dewey (1907) and the 

regional survey by Lewis Mumford (1946, 1966) influenced the beginning of a pedagogy of 

place. The term place-based education may have first been used by Elder (1998) in Stories in the 

Land: A Place-Based Environmental Anthology published by The Orion Society. As the editor of 

this book, Elder opens the collection of stories by stressing the importance of connecting 

learning to the places we live. In the years since, place-based education has been connected in 

practice and in purpose to experiential learning, contextual learning, problem-based learning, 

constructivism, outdoor education, indigenous education, environmental and ecological 

education, bioregional education, democratic education, multicultural education, community-

based education, and critical pedagogy (Gruenewald, 2003a) as well as rural education (i.e., 

Brooke, 2003; White, 2008). Place-based education also informs curricula and instructional 
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methods in geoscience, geoheritage, geodiversity, and geoconservation, which all understand 

places as they relate to global processes (Gordon et al., 2021; McInerney et al., 2011; Semken et 

al., 2017). As a widely used term, place-based education has grown to be understood as “the 

process of using the local community and environment as a starting point to teach concepts in 

language arts, mathematics, social studies, science and other subjects across the community” 

(Sobel, 2013, p. 11). Vander Ark, Liebtag, and McClennen (2020) simplify this to “anytime, 

anywhere learning that leverages the power of place to personalize learning” (p. 2).  

Shortly after the term place-based education started gaining use, Theobald (1997) 

introduced the concept of place-conscious education in the context of intradependence. Brooke 

(2003) synthesized Theobald’s writing:  

Place-conscious education begins with the issues and questions that vex local 

communities, and engages wider inquiry into history, political science, biology, and 

literature, as such inquiry helps make more intelligible those local questions (p. 7). 

Haas and Nachtigal (1998) further explored Theobald’s concept of intradependence, suggesting a 

set of five senses that place-conscious education instills in students including a sense of place, 

civic involvement, worth, connection, and belonging. Greenwood (previously Gruenewald) 

continued to contribute to an articulation of place-conscious education and suggested critical 

pedagogy of place as an approach to ground this pedagogy in theory, although not without debate 

(Greenwood, 2008, 2013; Greenwood & Smith, 2008; Gruenewald, 2003a, 2003b, 2014; 

Gruenewald et al., 2007; Gruenewald & Smith, 2014). In the years since the 2001 No Child Left 

Behind Act and the current educational era of standards and testing that followed, teachers and 

educators have created curriculum rooted in place-conscious education that builds on students’ 

local experience and seeks to improve the quality of life for people and communities 

(Gruenewald, 2003a).  
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While some researchers and practitioners use place-based education and place-conscious 

education synonymously, these approaches should be discussed separately. Greenwood (2013) 

describes “place-based education as a movement and methodology, and place-conscious 

education as a philosophical and political orientation to the field” (p. 94). Acknowledging that 

place-conscious education includes the pedagogy and practices of place-based education, this 

research study and discussion used the term place-conscious education to recognize the impact 

that the inclusion of place can have to elevate connections with community, the global context, 

and the roles power and privilege play in teaching and learning. Previous studies which have 

used the term place-based education were included in the current discussion of place-conscious 

education when the original author’s intent is aligned with the definition chosen for this study.  

The Role of Place in Partnerships 

To support a curriculum based in place, teachers build from their own network or web of 

individuals and organizations in the community to support their curriculum. Sobel (2013) offers 

two guiding principles for place-based education, and indirectly place-conscious education, the 

first of which is to use partnerships to build maximum support for education in the local schools; 

the second is to engage students in real-world projects in the local environment and the 

community. In the context of schools and communities, particularly in rural areas of the United 

States, partnerships are “the development of a set of social relationships within and between the 

school and its local community that promote action” (Bauch, 2001, p. 207). Valli et al. (2016a) 

expand on this description adding that partnerships are intentional efforts to build long-standing 

relationships between schools and communities. Partnerships are robust collaborations where 

both partners benefit from the relationship (Grobe et al., 1993; Kisiel, 2012; Wojton, 2009). 
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These partnerships promote agency within a community through social interactions, mutual trust, 

and relationships (Bauch, 2001).  

The goals and practices guiding school-community partnerships and place-conscious 

education overlap, with student learning rooted in meaningful experience and authentic 

instruction. Previous research has found that close connections between schools and their 

community tend to be deeply embedded in the social, cultural, and economic histories of their 

communities (Arnold et al., 2005; Marietta & Marietta, 2020). Partnerships in place-conscious 

education are key in building a student’s sense of belonging in a community and their personal 

agency (Vander Ark et al., 2020). Furthermore, partnerships with the community are key to 

place-conscious education particularly as it is a “community-based effort to reconnect the 

process of education, enculturation, and human development to the well-being of community 

life” (Gruenewald & Smith, 2014, p. xvi). 

Partnerships Between Community Anchors. Partnerships with museums, nature centers, 

businesses, and other community organizations, enhance school curriculum by providing 

opportunities and projects connected to local phenomena and introducing students to responsible 

community engagement (Casto, 2016; Gruenewald & Smith, 2014; Vander Ark et al., 2020). 

Described as community anchors, these institutions play a role in increasing community vitality, 

building successful communities and local economies (Taylor & Luter, 2013). They are active 

members of their community and can have major impacts on community life (Kadoyama, 2018).  

Museums are frequently identified as community anchors and natural partners in place-

conscious education (Vander Ark et al., 2020). As public places, museums play active roles in 

their communities, providing a space where community members come together to develop a 
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shared identity, heritage, and culture, and bring to life an authentic understanding of place (Gray 

& Graham, 2007). Schools and community anchors, like museums, are key members of 

communities because of their place-conscious approach to education. These institutions form and 

strengthen community ties through lifelong learning (Manjarrez et al., 2015), supporting learners 

of all ages in their roles as active, informed community members and supporting students as they 

become strands in the intricate web of people and relationships that make their community.  

Motivating Reasons for Engaging in Place-Conscious Education Partnerships. Reasons 

for action are often categorized by contemporary philosophers as normative and motivating. On 

one hand, normative reasons (why someone should, or should not, do something) “very roughly, 

[favor] or justify an action, as judged by a well-informed, impartial observer” (Alvarez, 2016, p. 

para. 1). On the other hand, motivating reasons (why someone actually does something), are the 

reasons a person uses to justify and guide their action. Partnerships in education can be perceived 

as requiring extra work, described by partners as “just one more thing I have to do” (Casto, 

2016). Understanding stakeholders’ perspectives regarding why they think they ought to engage 

and sustain partnerships, as well as their explanations as to why they actually do engage, is 

critical to the partnership process. By understanding the motivating reasons stakeholders describe 

for engaging in partnerships to support a place-conscious approach to education, this study 

identified ways that a community prioritized partnership activities including the time required by 

educators to organize and maintain partnerships (Casto, 2016). 

In previous research, Osterman and Sheppard (2010) explored K-12 teachers’ field trip 

experiences, described as the “heart of the museum and school partnership” or the “staple of their 

long partnership” (p.1). Kisiel (2003, 2005) found eight motivating reasons for teachers to take 
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fieldtrips, which were not mutually exclusive: connecting to the curriculum, providing a learning 

experience, promoting lifelong learning, fostering interest and motivation, exposing students to 

new school experiences, providing a change of setting, providing enjoyment or reward, and 

satisfying school expectations. Kisiel’s research provided much needed insight into the reasons 

why schools partner with museums for field trips. Yet, little research has investigated 

partnerships between these two institutions that span multiple years with multiple partnership 

activities.  

A growing body of literature describes the factors that influence partnerships that support 

a place-conscious approach to education. For rural contexts, community anchors can provide 

mutual benefits to families, schools, and communities (Casto, 2016). To support these 

partnerships, more research is needed on the reasons stakeholders have for establishing and 

sustaining a place-conscious education partnership in a rural context. 

Statement of Problem 

Evidence suggests that a place-conscious approach to education has multiple benefits for 

students including increased academic achievement, stronger connections between students and 

their community, a greater appreciation for the natural world, and a heightened commitment to 

serving as active, contributing citizens (Sobel, 2013). Furthermore, the literature in place-

conscious education advocates for the use of partnerships to build support for schools and to 

engage students in real-world projects in the local environment and the community (Sobel, 

2013). As community anchors institutions, these partnerships between schools and their 

communities “promote the education of children, the well-being of families, and the vitality of 

communities” (Casto, 2016, p. 139). Research has also indicated that communities can achieve 
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positive social, economic, and environmental outcomes when community members work 

together in partnership (Etuk et al., 2012). 

With educational programs rooted in place, museums are well-positioned to be a 

supportive partner in cultivating a sense of connection and community (Gray & Graham, 2007). 

Museum-school partnerships can offer the benefits of museum learning through providing 

experiences that schools alone cannot provide (Mujtaba et al., 2018). Furthermore, evidence 

suggests that smaller museums are more closely tied to their community (Davis, 2007; Gray & 

Graham, 2007). The collections and programs of small museums showcase the local community 

and as a result, “members of the community come to know and cherish the place in which they 

live” (Gray & Graham, 2007, p. 311). Additionally, in science education research, evidence 

suggests that pedagogical strategies focused on valuing and using “local rural knowledge” 

enhance students’ access to, engagement in, and achievement in science (Avery, 2013). Marietta 

and Marietta (2020) suggest that highly qualified, excellent educators with deep cultural 

knowledge and greater connections to the natural world and foodways are core strengths of rural 

communities. Therefore, a rural community provided a unique context for a study of a 

partnership that designs and implements a place-conscious approach education.  

At the time of this study, communities across the United States and around the world 

were living through the COVID-19 pandemic, a changing global climate, and a divisive political 

stage. Communities continue to face these challenges on a daily basis as local governments and 

school boards make decisions on health mandates, land and resource management, and social 

policies. These challenging times call for action based on our intradependence, an understanding 

that our personal health and security is mutually dependent upon the health and security of our 
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place (Theobald, 1997); and a recognition that when you pull on one strand of the web of life, it 

affects everything else (Louv, 1998). Place-conscious education uses communities as classrooms 

through partnerships, connects students to a tangible, local version of a global issue, and helps 

students realize they have real potential address issues, including those related to health and 

safety, as part of the world community (Vander Ark et al., 2020).  

In light of all these factors, researchers have called for studies to explore the ways in 

which deeper connections between school-community relationships and place-conscious 

education can be fostered (Casto, 2016) with a particular focus on understanding stakeholders’ 

reasons for engaging in a school-community partnership. With an urgent need for collective 

action to solve critical local and global issues, this study responded to this call to action by 

exploring how partnerships between community anchor institutions are built and sustained over 

time.  

Purpose of Study 

Therefore, this instrumental case study was designed to examine the motivating reasons 

why stakeholders from community anchor institutions come together to establish and sustain a 

partnership to design and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context.  

Research Questions 

An established partnership between two anchor institutions — a small museum and its 

local K-12 school district — served as the basis of an instrumental case, wherein this study 

identified reasons that stakeholders provided for establishing and sustaining a partnership in a 

rural context. To accomplish this task, the study was guided by the following research questions:  
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1. What reasons do stakeholders identify for entering and exiting a partnership? 

2. What reasons do stakeholders identify for continuing to actively participate in a 

partnership? 

3. What factors do stakeholders identify that shape the activities of a partnership? 

Significance of Study 

 Researchers and federal agencies have called for further exploration of partnerships 

(American Alliance of Museums [AAM], 2018; Casto, 2016; Cruz, 2012; Institute of Museum 

and Library Services [IMLS], 2016; McCormick, 2012; Wojton, 2009) and specifically 

partnerships in place-based or place-conscious education (Casto, 2016). The findings from this 

study extended the literature in partnerships and rural education by expanding on the motivating 

reasons for partnership activities beyond a focus solely on students. Additionally, this study 

challenges previous definitions of partnerships, to include relational partnerships based on an 

ethic of care (Noddings, 2007) grown through a process of respect and reciprocity. Learning with 

and from rural communities, the findings from this study challenged previous studies 

descriptions of partnerships. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Drawing from scholars in the fields of study including place-conscious and place-based 

education, rural education, partnerships in education, and community vitality, this study was 

grounded in the theories of a critical pedagogy of place and communities of practice. A critical 

pedagogy of place was used to frame the role of rural education and place-conscious education in 

these partnerships, while the communities of practice theory provided a foundational 
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understanding of how partnerships can be structured and function. By dovetailing two selected 

theories, the resulting theoretical framework guided the development of the research questions, 

the focus of the literature review, the approach to designing the methodology, and the analysis 

process (Osanloo & Grant, 2016). Findings from this study added to the understanding of ways 

in which place can be the source of multiple narratives; learning is inseparable from landscapes 

and communities (G. A. Smith, 2017); and different communities of practice can build 

partnerships to achieve a mutual goal. 

Critical Pedagogy of Place 

 Building on the practices of place-based education and the literature on critical pedagogy, 

Gruenewald (2003a) first introduced a critical pedagogy of place to describe learning based in 

local experiences while also challenging the role power and privilege play in understandings of 

place. First described in 1983, critical pedagogy stems from Marxist and neo-Marxist critical 

theory (Darder et al., 2017) and raises questions about inequalities of power resulting from a 

world rife with privilege. Critical education theorists believe that knowledge acquired in school 

is socially constructed, deeply rooted in power relations and never neutral nor objective. Critical 

pedagogy questions how and why knowledge is formed the way it does why some knowledge is 

valued over others, whose interests knowledge serves, and who gets excluded as a result. With a 

fundamental focus on understanding the relationship between power and knowledge, critical 

pedagogy sees knowledge as something to be mastered. The French philosopher Foucault refers 

to the power relations as discourse, describing the rules of what can be said, and what must 

remain silent. In critical pedagogy, educators challenge dominant discourses and power relations 
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to help students understand the world around them and challenge what is commonly accepted as 

truth (McLaren, 2017).  

 Gruenewald (2003a) dovetails critical pedagogy with an equally distinct practice of 

place-based education, to form a new framework for educational theory, research, policy, and 

practice — a critical pedagogy of place. Gruenwald (now Greenwood) noted that place-based 

education emphasized the ecological and rural contexts, while critical pedagogy often neglected 

these contexts entirely, focusing on social and urban contexts. Simultaneously, place-based 

education often fails to link ecological themes with urbanization or homogenization of culture, 

both themes of critical pedagogy (2003a). By including localized learning, as well as regional, 

national, and global understandings of economic, social, and environmental impacts, 

implementing a critical pedagogy of place “might help both students and teachers with 

developing an awareness of social ills embedded in particular places, and importantly, with 

recognizing them as harmful, and seeking ways to transform particular places so people have the 

ability to actually ‘live well’ in them” (Willis, 2017, p. 137).  

In the context of rural education, a critical pedagogy of place expands the role of a school 

and other places of learning, like museums, from academic learning and job preparation to a 

place that “engages students with the project of living well, economically, and with each other as 

citizens in a democracy” (Azano et al., 2020, p. 50). Researchers and scholars have used a 

critical pedagogy of place to frame their work and guide their practice in education, specifically 

place-conscious education, across subject areas (Green, 2013; Gruenewald et al., 2007; Semken 

& Freeman, 2008; Shannon & Galle, 2017). Grounded in a critical pedagogy of place, the 

findings from this study added to an understanding of how place-conscious education supports 
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students as they develop agency and compassion for local and global issues and challenges 

through a “healthy, historical, and contemporary sense of celebration and critique of local 

culture” (Brooke, 2003, p. 12). 

Communities of Practice 

This study also employed the communities of practice (CoP) framework as a lens to 

understand partnerships and collaborations. Wenger (1998) described how that communities of 

practice depend on mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire. In 

communities of practice, membership is not determined by a specific allegiance or geographic 

proximity, but a mutual desire to engage and belong. Members have a set of shared goals or 

requirements for the practice, often informally defined and negotiated. Lastly, the repertoire of a 

community of practice refers to the resources, words, ways of doing things or common 

experiences of the group. Research based on Wegner’s CoP framework indicates that members 

of these communities have motivating reasons for their participation including individual 

learning and building a sense of belonging (Kastens & Manduca, 2018). 

This model has been used by researchers working in education fields outside of the 

traditional classroom, including museum education, to understand the challenges that museum 

educators and schoolteachers overcome in building partnerships (Harris, 2017; Kisiel, 2010, 

2012, 2014, 2016; Riding et al., 2019; Savva, 2016; Tran, 2007; Tytler et al., 2016). With 

community organizations including museums, schools, and communities having somewhat 

distinct communities of practice, partnerships would involve creating connections and finding 

overlaps between communities to achieve a mutual goal. Using the communities of practice 
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framework can add to an understanding of how distinct cultures, contexts, or practices of 

different groups influence partnerships.  

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework that guided the underlying thinking, structures, plans, and 

implementation of this study was formed from the connections between three key constructs. 

From a thorough review of the literature, it became clear that there were three primary constructs 

that had been shown to influence partnership activities including: 1) individuals’ motivating 

reasons for partnership participation; 2) external factors that shape partnership activities; and 3) 

the role of place in influencing partnership participation. For this study, motivating reasons 

describe why stakeholders enter, continue in, or exit out of the relationship, focusing on why 

an individual chooses to engage in a particular action or activity (e.g., Alvarez, 2016). 

The literature has also identified a host of diverse factors that can influence participation in 

partnerships including considerations around priorities, funding, and transportation (e.g., Casto, 

2016; Chesebrough, 1998a, 1998b; Connealy, 2018; Geary, 2018). Lastly, the literature suggests 

that ways in which stakeholders understand their place can also influence their participation in 

partnership activities (e.g., Clark, 2010). This model (Figure 1) places the partnership activities 

at the center of these three constructs, symbolizing how partnership activities can be 

simultaneously influenced by multiple constructs and this impact can significantly shape the 

frequency and types of partnership activities between community anchor institutions, including 

schools and museums. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for the Study 

Research Methodology 

In order to fully investigate the research questions, this study used an instrumental case 

study design situated in one rural Montana community to identify reasons why stakeholders 

established and continued a partnership between two community anchor institutions as they 

designed and implemented a place-conscious approach to education (Creswell, 2013). This study 

used an established partnership between a small museum and its local K-12 school located in a 

rural community with a history of co-developed place-conscious education curriculum. Since 
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museums, as well as schools, do not exist in isolation, using a non-experimental method (i.e., a 

case study) helped build an understanding of complex and evolving relationships between these 

institutions and their community (IMLS, 2016). This instrumental case study investigated 

naturally occurring, ordinary events, grounded in a focused and bounded context, to identify key 

motivating reasons that contributed to the establishment and continuation of a partnership 

between a rural community organization and its K-12 school district that implemented place-

conscious education.  

This case was bounded by the community of Ekalaka. Furthermore, the selection of the 

participants, including teachers, as well as museum staff and volunteers, also further focused this 

study. While not all community members were included as participants, this study incorporated 

multiple and diverse perspectives to build a case that was as complete as possible. This case was 

also bounded by time, with data collection limited to the fall of 2021. Therefore, this case 

represented an analysis of one community during one period of time. 

For this instrumental case study, data were collected over several weeks within the rural 

community of focus. Data were collected from semi-structured interviews, field notes, 

documents, and audiovisual digital materials (Miles et al., 2020). Interview questions were 

specifically designed for both museum stakeholders and teachers. The interview protocol was 

piloted in a nearby community and as a result, the questions were refined for the study’s one-on-

one semi-structured interviews, which lasted approximately 35 minutes to nearly four hours over 

two sessions. Interview questions focused on areas of interest identified from the research 

questions including reasons for partnership participation, factors that shape partnership 

participation, and the role of place in shaping partnership participation. Field notes were 



17 

compiled, transcribed, and included in the study’s data. Documents, both printed and 

electronically stored, were collected and analyzed including items that provide insight to the 

reasons of the establishment and continuation of the partnership. Three publicly available videos 

and one radio segment were also included as data at the request of study participants. These 

audiovisual digital materials were transcribed and included in the study’s data. Data analysis 

included analytical memoing and multiple cycles of open and axial coding to derive themes and 

categories that answered the research questions with accuracy and authenticity.  

Operational Definitions  

Key concepts, constructs, and definitions for this research included: 

• Collaboration: This study used collaboration as a broad term that describes organizations 

working together in a cooperative manner for the purpose of achieving a specified goal or 

outcome where the benefits may be one-sided. 

• Community: In this case study, the definition of community was based on Kadoyama 

(2018) description influenced by Block (2008) and M. K. Smith (2013). Community was 

a geographic place, a common interest and identity, a social system, and a shared sense of 

belonging.  

• Motivating Reasons: For this study, motivation was defined as the forces that energize, 

shape, and sustain action (Liu et al., 2016). Thus, in the context of this study, motivating 

reasons was used to reflect stakeholders’ purpose, rationale, and justification to enter into 

a partnership, persevere through challenges, and continue working together. 
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• Museum: This study used the Institute of Museum and Library Services eligibility criteria 

as the definition of museum: “A museum that, using a professional staff, is organized on 

a permanent basis for essentially educational or aesthetic purposes; owns or uses tangible 

objects, either animate or inanimate; cares for these objects; and exhibits these objects to 

the general public on a regular basis through facilities that it owns or operates” (IMLS, 

2018). 

• Partnership Activities: Within a long-standing partnership, singular experiences, 

curricula, and programs were defined as partnership activities. These ebb and flow over 

the duration of the partnership. 

• Partnership: For this research study, the term partnership described a long-standing 

relationship where both institutions involved benefit from working together  

• Place: Place recognizes that localities are both physical locations and socially constructed 

settings (National Research Council [NRC], 2002). In this study, place described both the 

geographic location of a space, as well as the socially constructed meaning of locations 

and our connections to them. 

• Place-Based Education: This study used Sobel (2013) description of place-based 

education: “the process of using the local community and environment as a starting point 

to teach concepts…” (p. 4).  

• Place-Conscious Education: Building on place-based education, the term place-conscious 

education included “being conscious of how place might influence the ways we interact 

with and come to know our world” (Azano et al., 2020, p. 175). Place-conscious 
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education recognized the roles power and privilege play in teaching and learning 

(Gruenewald, 2003a, 2014). 

• Rural Community: This research advocated that there is no singular definition of rural 

that encompasses the complexity of the people, places, and systems the word often 

identifies (Coburn et al., 2007). This research defined rural communities using a narrative 

approach describing the combination of geographic, economic, and social characteristics 

specific to each community (Azano et al., 2020). 

• Small museum: This study used a blended definition for small museum from Friesen 

(2011) that blends definitions from American Association for State and Local History 

(AASLH), the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS), and the American 

Alliance of Museums (AAM): “that a small museum has a paid staff of five or fewer 

persons and a budget of no more than $350,000.”  

Assumptions, Limitations, Delimitations 

Assumptions 

This study assumed that participants shared complete, honest, accurate replies to 

interview questions. To encourage this candor, participants were reminded of the study’s 

confidentiality during vulnerable moments of the interviews. Their continued responses 

suggested the assumption of honesty was probably true.  

Limitations 

The teachers included in this study were those who work the most closely with the 

museum as part of the Museum’s Teacher Advisory Council, as well as one additional teacher 
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who actively participated in museum field trips. As a result, and a limitation of this study, this 

group of teachers may not fully represent all the teachers who partner with the museum.  

Delimitations 

This case study was delimited to one small museum, rural K-12 school district, and 

community in Montana. While other rural communities may have had small museums with 

similar partnerships, this case study was chosen because of its history of partnership activities 

and my relationship with the community.  

Chapter Summary 

This instrumental case study provided in-depth examination of stakeholders’ motivating 

reasons why stakeholders from community anchor institutions establish and sustain a partnership 

to design and implement a place-conscious approach to education. Using semi-structured 

interviews with teachers and museum stakeholders, field notes, documents, and audiovisual 

digital materials, this research identified motivating reasons why stakeholders participate in 

partnership activities between a rural community organization and its K-12 school district. By 

understanding the unique aspects of a partnership in one rural Montana community, this study 

provided an illustration the importance of rural education research and the inextricable link 

between partnerships and place-conscious education within a rural context.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Current literature suggests that place-based education and place-conscious education are 

closely connected with understandings of community-based education and community 

partnerships (e.g., G. A. Smith & Sobel, 2010; Vander Ark et al., 2020) Studies exploring the 

dynamics and outcomes of partnerships between community anchor institutions including 

museums and schools have generated many valuable findings, and the communities themselves 

have called for further research into numerous factors which impact these relationships (Cruz, 

2012; McCormick, 2012; Wojton, 2009).  

Three key findings produced by these focused efforts and formal research have included 

mounting evidence of the commitment community anchor organizations such as museums have 

to K-12 schools; identification of some of the positive learning outcomes that can result from 

place-based experiences; and recognition of the significant role organizations like museums play 

in their communities. However, research to date has been limited to urban contexts and very little 

research has explored stakeholders’ reasons for establishing and sustaining a partnership between 

community anchor institutions.  

In order to explore rural stakeholders’ motivating reasons for engaging in a partnership 

between community anchor institutions this literature review explores current research focused 

on the concepts of community, rurality, place-conscious and place-based education, and 

partnerships. By understanding this study’s position related to previous research, it is possible to 
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situate the critical new insights of this study within the larger contexts of research in place-

conscious education, partnerships, and rural education. Figure 2 illustrates the relationship 

between the areas of related research for this study. 

 

Figure 2. Relationship between Areas of Related Literature. 
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Community is “a word that can roam between different contexts in an almost chameleon 

fashion” (Crooke, 2008, p. 30). Used so frequently that it often goes undefined, the concept of 

community has been explained as both a process and a product (Crooke, 2008); a value and a set 

of variables (M. K. Smith, 2013); a geographic location, a social structure, and a shared sense of 

identity (Flora et al., 2016); a personal choice and the ways others see us (Watson, 2007); and 
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both a web of personal social relationships and a social system based on arrangements between 

institutions (Brown & Schafft, 2019). While a possible tension could exist between these 

pluralistic approaches to interpreting the construct of community, these definitions and 

understandings are not mutually exclusive. Instead, these classifications reflect the complex 

ways of understanding and describing the social bonds and natural interactions that comprise a 

common life (Wilkinson, 1991). Even within the field of community studies, scholars argue that 

community is both ill-defined and “defined with reasonable precision” (Turner & Credo, 2006). 

Spanning several fields of study, the notion of community can be understood as a connection to 

place, defined through understandings of location, social systems, and a sense of belonging. 

Community can also be described through shared interests and a common identity.  

Community as a Place, Social Systems, and Belonging 

 The construct of community is often rooted in a connection to place, or a relationship 

with the natural and built environments in which people live (Flora et al., 2016). While there is 

no singular established set of elements included in the definition of communities, when 

researching and describing rural communities, recognizing the influence that space and place 

have in a community is critical. Flora et al. (2016) suggest that communities, including rural 

communities specifically, can be described through location, social systems, and a shared sense 

of identity. In their work with rural communities, Brown and Schafft (2019) echo the importance 

of geography and social systems as two approaches to understand community, but they also 

explore community as a web of social interaction and a shared sense of identity beyond 

geographic place. While social relationships support the accomplishment of collective goals, the 

webs of relationships in a community can also be seen as a resource in community development 
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theories and community change frameworks. Therefore, in the process of identifying and 

understanding what makes a community, Flora et al. (2016) suggest the inclusion of three 

elements – location (or geography), social system, and common identity – to build a full 

understanding of the construct of community related to place. 

Community as a Geographically Defined Locale. Policy makers and researchers from a 

variety of fields including sociology, psychology, and education, substantiate community as a 

territorial and geographic notion of location through formal definitions and casual uses of the 

term. Geographical communities can include territories where people live, work, and socialize 

(NRC, 2002). Bureaucratically defined locales (e.g., school districts, municipalities, and 

counties) help to establish a community’s identity as well as its social boundaries and can 

become proxies for community (Brown & Schafft, 2019).  

As the world becomes more globalized, some researchers argue against defining 

community based on locality as more people are linked to multiple localities (Wilkinson, 1991). 

Mobility, communication, and large-scale organizations are increasing social networks and 

suggest that territorially, community can be expanded to encompass the entire nation, ending the 

understanding of community as local, small towns, or neighborhoods (Wilkinson, 1991). Even as 

most social scientists and scholars agree that community encompasses more than a geographic 

area, understanding community based on locality remains important as people live together in 

geographic spaces (Brown & Schafft, 2019; Wilkinson, 1991). As our nation and world continue 

to become more interconnected, our daily lives are still situated in one locality, surrounded by a 

network of people. 
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Community as a Social System. While geography may be used to describe where 

individuals live, sociologically, people come together for both geographical and for social 

reasons (Kadoyama, 2018; Warren, 1978). Some scholars conceptualize community as social 

systems, by ways individual lives are intertwined as people and institutions find the solutions to 

the needs of everyday life such as making a living, education, and protecting public safety 

(Brown & Schafft, 2019; Warren, 1978). Described by Wilkinson (1991) as the local society, the 

social life and social organization of a local population, is the smallest complete form of society 

and is the local setting of our everyday lives. Social institutions or community institutions (e.g., 

schools, churches, governments, and businesses) establish relationships and share a division of 

labor that sustains community.  

Warren (1978) laid a foundational understanding of community as a social system. 

However, Wilkinson (1991) followed with the argument that over the decades since Warren 

published the first edition of The Community in America, understanding community as a social 

system has become outdated, replaced by an approach to studying community as a field of social 

interaction. Distinct local systems may be a thing of the past as larger economic systems replace 

local economies. As transportation improves and telecommunication expands, people have wider 

circles of relationships (Flora et al., 2016), expanding the physical distance between people, 

making these communities larger in geographic size. The study of social interactions in 

understanding community focuses on “the dynamic processes that create and alter community 

structure” instead of the focus on the “effects of structure on social processes” (Wilkinson, 1991, 

p. 35). Thus, several networks of social interactions comprise a community, as opposed to one 

social system.  
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People live and work together and therefore interact with one another as result of the 

location in which they live. Yet, not all systems and institutions of a community are accessible to 

everyone, stratifying communities based on factors such as mobility, accessibility, or economic 

income. In communities that have service areas that coincide, community members all utilize the 

same services and institutions. Conversely, with little coincidence, people may visit a church, 

attend a school, or shop without any common geographical area of service (Warren, 1978). 

The bonds formed, described through social systems and interactions, are one way of 

understanding community. Collective behaviors, the relationships formed by working together to 

meet our basic human needs, and the social organization of a group of people, can also be 

described as community. While relationships extend beyond the geographical locale in which 

people live and work, community members still live and interact with each other in one locale. 

Thus, the construct of community includes both an understanding of location and of the 

relationships and social systems formed by working and living together. In this sense, the 

Wilkinson (1991) definition still applies. Communities are a “combination of social units and 

systems that perform the major social functions having local relevance” (p. 9).  

Community as Sharing a Common Identity and Belonging. In addition to the 

relationships developed in a community by sharing a division of labor that sustains everyday life, 

scholars, authors, and philosophers, from multiple fields of study, describe community as a 

shared identity and sense of belonging. As Brown and Schafft (2019) explain, being a part of a 

community helps form our personal identity and creates a collective sense of belonging or we-

ness. Shared identity and a sense of belonging are similar understandings of an idea that “being 
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part of a community implies a long-term, continuous, social interaction” (Brown & Schafft, 

2019, p. 65).  

This long-term, continuous social interaction in a community contributes to a 

development of personal identity, and to social and economic production and reproduction. As a 

result, community also involves a commitment to a shared culture, including common values, 

norms, and meanings (Brown & Schafft, 2019). In the communities of practice theory described 

by Wenger (1998), identity includes the ways we define who we are by the ways we understand 

our community membership. The construct of identity is just as complex and multilayered as 

community itself. Linked with practice, i.e., the social context that gives structure and meaning to 

what we do, identity contributes to our roles and actions within a community. Our personal 

identity is intricately linked to and constructed by the communities to which we belong (Wenger, 

1998; Woodward, 1997).  

Individuals conceptualize identity in part through a sense of belonging that comes from 

being associated with a community (Watson, 2007). Block (2008) uses the experience of 

belonging as the defining characteristic of a community. In Block’s work, belonging is defined 

as being a part of something while also acting as a co-creator of that community. When one 

belongs, they act as an investor, owner, and creator of their community. Others describe a sense 

of belonging as membership (McMillan, 1996). In this understanding, a sense of belonging is 

sociological, while one’s identity is psychological.  

As community membership is built on belonging, individuals or groups of people can be 

excluded or alienated from communities. In some cases, older community members may have 

less meaningful and less active roles in a community, separating them from their community. In 
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other cases, groups of individuals with different values than the dominant view of the community 

may also be estranged, sometimes deliberately rebelling against the community’s prevailing 

values. Factors such as mental illness or criminal behaviors can also contribute to exclusion from 

a community (Warren, 1978). 

Unlike defining community as a geographical location and a social system, understanding 

community as a shared identity and a sense of belonging may not necessarily be rooted in a 

place. Groups of individuals may not need face-to-face interactions to create broader social 

bonds and social cohesion (Brown & Schafft, 2019; Urry, 2000). While a locality can give a 

geographical setting to the interactions and relationships that create a community’s sense of 

belonging and a shared identity, communities can also be defined by shared interests among 

community members. 

Communities of Interest 

Communities of interest are those groups which share a common identity, not necessarily 

related to one’s geographical location or place (Flora et al., 2016). Even if community members 

live in different geographical locations, they can share common values (Brown & Schafft, 2019; 

Delanty, 2003; Flora et al., 2016). Wilkinson (1991) clarifies that belonging within territory-free 

networks could be understood as a sense of community, or communion, rather than a community 

itself. While the use of community as a stand-alone term implies a concrete, definable construct, 

a sense of community is used by Wilkinson (1991) in describing communities not bounded by a 

location. These interest communities — groups of people that share communion — are explored 

through multiple lenses in various fields of research.  
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In Wenger (1998) learning theory describing communities of practice, the construct of 

community is paired with practice to create a different meaning than if the term stood alone. 

Communities of practice can be described as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion 

for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger & 

Wenger-Trayner, 2015), para. 3). Communities of practice build on communities of interest, with 

members who are also practitioners. The shared domain of interest, joint activities and 

discussion, and shared practice of the group’s members cultivates this community. Communities 

of practice can include both local and global networks who interact in-person or virtually, 

informally or through formal organizations. For as long as humans have learned together, 

individuals have formed communities of practice to build shared understandings in collective 

areas of interest. 

The construct of community can be conceptualized in multiple ways through literature 

from the fields of social and cultural anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, development 

studies and public policy. As described by Delanty (2003), community has an adaptable nature 

and is both an idea about belonging and a particular social phenomenon. It is this multifaceted 

nature of communities that leads to its chameleon-like nature, and the term being used often 

without a clear definition. 

Community Resources 

Every community, regardless of how it is defined, has the potential to support its 

members and address shared concerns (Flora et al., 2016; Kadoyama, 2018) as well as the 

potential to exclude individuals (Brown & Schafft, 2019). Communities have resources (e.g., 

assets and capital), conditioning influences (e.g., culture, values, and power), and capacity (e.g., 
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the ability to work together and leadership). While these resources can allow for community 

change (Etuk et al., 2012), the distribution and regulation of scare resources can leave others 

excluded. For communities, resources or the basic components of communities can be described 

as capital and classified or used conceptually in various ways. For example, Flora et al. (2016) 

identify seven distinct capitals that they argue contribute to or detract from sustainable 

communities. These scholars suggest that capitals are best understood as community or group 

properties, similar to Putnam (2000) definition. These seven capitals include: 

• Natural capital incorporates the land and all its natural resources on which all 

other capitals depend.  

• Cultural capital describes how communities see the world and what they think 

they can change. Cultural capital can vary for groups within communities. 

• Human capital reflects the talents, skills, knowledge, and potential of all 

individuals of the community.  

• Social capital is relationship-based and includes the collective norms, trust, and 

social networks that support collective action and enhance access to information 

and resources (Brown & Schafft, 2019). 

• Political capital describes the power in communities – which groups have power 

and how that determines the distribution of resources. 

• Financial capital includes discussions of income and wealth as well as economic 

security. 
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• Built capital is synonymous with infrastructure and includes critical systems such 

as roads and high-speed internet connections that aid commerce and 

communication. 

Brown and Schafft (2019) focus on social networks and social capital to define community as a 

field of social relationships. Instead of considering social capital as a community resource, these 

scholars conceptualize social capital as an individual-level attribute. As a final example, Etuk et 

al. (2012) include resources and multiple capitals as one of three of community attributes, 

alongside capacity and conditioning influences. In this framework, communities with certain 

attributes can create positive change, which in turn, builds community attributes. Researchers 

studying communities continue to define and describe resources and attributes in various ways to 

explore the nature of communities (Brown & Schafft, 2019), how structures and resources shape 

the activities of a community (Flora et al., 2016), and how community members to work together 

and realize positive social, economic, and environmental outcomes (Etuk et al., 2012). 

Community Well-Being and Vitality  

From the fields of public health, community development, and the social sciences, 

community well-being can be described as “the combination of social, economic, environmental, 

cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals and their communities as essential for 

them to flourish and fulfill their potential” (Kadoyama, 2018, p. 18). In this definition, 

community well-being is created through connectedness, livability, and equity. Communities can 

be described as healthy through this approach, with measurements of health related to 

relationships, emotional well-being, material well-being, physical health, work and productive 

activity, feeling a part of one’s local community, and personal safety (Kadoyama, 2018). 
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Similar to well-being, community vitality represents the ability of community members 

to work together and achieve positive social, economic, and environmental outcomes. In a 

review of the literature of rural community vitality, Etuk et al. (2012) found that vital 

communities have particular built, natural, network, and financial resources. These vital 

communities are connected to their shared history, have high quality leadership, and have 

community members who actively participate in civic life. These communities “strive to bring 

economic security to all, foster a healthy ecosystem, and offer social inclusion to all residents” 

(Flora et al., 2016, p. 15). 

Practitioners focusing on community development, and particularly in rural communities, 

often focus on goals related to vitality, resilience, and sustainability (Etuk & Acock, 2016). 

While some researchers frame their studies around deficit-based problems, new leaders in 

community vitality practice and research offer strategies and frameworks to focus on the 

sufficiency of local resources and an understanding of both collective vulnerabilities and 

benefits. As a result, strategies for community change can focus on mobilizing local strengths 

and resources to support community vitality, instead of only focusing on reducing community 

deficits (D. Cook, 2017).  

Summary 

The concept of community spans several areas of research and can be described as a 

connection to place, defined through understandings of location, social systems, and a sense of 

belonging, or through shared interests and a common identity. Communities have the potential to 

support their members and address shared concerns (Flora et al., 2016; Kadoyama, 2018) as well 

as the potential to exclude individuals (Brown & Schafft, 2019). Community members can take 
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action to create change and improve their well-being and vitality (Etuk et al., 2012). The diverse 

definitions and ways of understanding and describing communities expose the multifaceted ways 

of understanding and describing our ways of living and interacting with each other in everyday 

life (Wilkinson, 1991). 

Rural and Rurality 

Defining Rurality 

Similar to the construct of community, no singular definition of the terms rural and 

rurality encompass the complexity of the people, places, and systems that rural often identifies 

(Coburn et al., 2007). This lack of consensus across and within disciplines and in both research 

and policy has resulted in the development and uses of numerous definitions and operational 

coding schemes to describe rural (Hawley et al., 2017). The definitions researchers and policy 

makers select have demonstrated impacts and ramifications including “meaningful policy 

consequences, as rural definitions drive resource allocation, grant funding eligibility, policy 

decisions, research, and development” (Hawley et al., 2016, p. 3). It is critical then, when 

conducting studies in rural settings, that researchers carefully consider how they define and 

operationalize their understanding of rural. Additionally, providing transparent rationales for the 

selected definition allows for more direct comparisons and generalizations across studies 

(Coburn et al., 2007; Hawley et al., 2017).  

Rural has been described as both a locality and also a social construct (Brown & Schafft, 

2019). While these two approaches are not mutually exclusive, it is critical to recognize that 

within both of these types of definitions, rural is often described by what it is not, instead of what 

it is (Biddle & Azano, 2016; Brown & Schafft, 2019; Isserman, 2005; John & Ford, 2017; 
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Marietta & Marietta, 2020). Defining rurality requires a recognition that definitions are often 

rooted in an understanding of the key characteristics of urban entities (Cromartie & Bucholtz, 

2008; Isserman, 2005). For example, some authors acknowledge that describing rural by what it 

is not is not ideal, yet claim there is no better way of “demarking the boundaries” (McShane & 

Smarick, 2018, p. 3). Even within the field of rural education research, deficit model approaches 

to studies in rural communities infiltrate the literature, which may be an indication of how 

widespread the metrocentric view may be. When defining rurality, this metrocentric labeling is 

frequently used to distinguish rural from urban areas using geographic locale. 

Rural as a Socio-Geographic Locality. Scholars, policymakers, and agencies often 

operationalize rurality by using demographic characteristics (e.g., population density) and 

geographic locality (e.g., distance and relationships to urban areas) (Koziol et al., 2015). The 

federal government alone uses at least 15 different operational definitions of rural, several within 

the Department of Agriculture and others from the U.S. Census Bureau, the Office of 

Management and Budget, and the National Center for Educational Statistics (Koziol et al., 2015)  

To assist in careful selection of geographic definitions of rural in new studies, rural 

education researchers have reviewed, analyzed, and summarized coding schemes. For example, 

Hawley et al. (2017) organized operational classification systems into three categories based on 

geographic units: (a) county level systems; (b) sub-county systems; (c) educational jurisdiction 

systems, and compared those to researcher developed systems. In a different approach, Koziol et 

al. (2015) described rural codes through theoretical and practical considerations. Both scholars 

describe the strengths and limitations of these approaches, the impacts on results and inferences 

for research, and stress the importance of careful selection of definitions for future studies. 
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Perhaps one of the most influential geographic definitions of rural and urban areas comes 

from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB). The metropolitan area program provides 

standard statistical area delineations that impacts funding and services for towns and cities across 

the United States. In this definition, counties serve as the area of measurement because they are a 

basic, stable unit of government. The U.S. OMB designates counties as metropolitan or 

nonmetropolitan. For the past several decades, metropolitan counties have been defined as 

having an urban core with 50,000 or more residents along with adjacent counties that link to the 

urban core by commuting patterns and identifies micropolitan counties as those with populations 

of 10,000 to 49,999 residents (Office of Management and Budget [OMB], 2010, 2021). Of the 

3,142 U.S. counties, 1,962 are classified as nonmetropolitan using this definition (labeled as 

micropolitan or outside of the classification), often then synonymously designated as rural 

(OMB, 2020).  

While the OMB argues that these designations are for statistical purposes only, many 

federal programs rely on these designations for policies and funding. These programs use a 

nonmetropolitan status to define rural and inform decisions about eligibility requirements and 

allocation formulas of federal programs with financial implications. How rural and urban are 

defined and operationalized by researchers and the federal government directly impacts 

communities through policies and funding. 

Operational definitions of rural are necessary to translate theoretical perspectives of rural 

to allow quantitative methods in rural education research (Koziol et al., 2015). However, even 

when using operational definitions and quantitative methods, rural education researchers 

emphasize the importance of narrative descriptions when communicating concepts of rurality 
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(Hawley et al., 2017; Hawley et al., 2016; Koziol et al., 2015). Rural places cannot be “discretely 

and unambiguously differentiated” through simple categorization (Brown & Schafft, 2019, p. 7). 

This is especially true when using codes that describe rural as not urban, as these codes do not 

adequately capture the complexity of rurality (Azano et al., 2019; Brown & Schafft, 2019). In a 

discussion of the historical context of the terms urban and rural, John and Ford (2017) suggest, 

“Instead of thinking about places as fixed and static entities, we should turn our attention to 

social processes, to the ways in which we live, work, desire, and hopefully, cooperate” (p. 13). 

Describing rurality as socially constructed, invites rural communities to be defined by more than 

geography or population density (Azano et al., 2019).  

Rural as a Social Construct. Rural education researchers that use social constructs to 

define rural, argue that deficit-oriented definitions of rural as the other based on generalizations 

do not adequately define rurality (Azano et al., 2019; Howley & Howley, 2014). Communities 

that view themselves as rural are various distances from larger cities; they are diverse in 

population size; and the social norms, or unofficial rules about acceptable behaviors, also vary 

(Azano et al., 2020). Therefore, a combination of factors, socially constructed, teach people what 

it means to be rural in addition to geographic localities (Azano et al., 2020; Brown & Schafft, 

2019). In the United States, negative stereotypes of rural people and places are rooted in a 

complex history of urban population growth and political influence and power (Brown & 

Schafft, 2019). Still present in popular culture today, these images of rural people and places are 

based in deficit-models and negative social constructions based on what rural is not. These 

metrocentric ways of thinking fail to capture the complexity and diversity of rurality. 
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Instead, rurality can be understood as the identities built from within, of how people and 

communities see themselves as rural (Azano et al., 2019; Brown & Schafft, 2019). Through a 

social constructivist lens, identity emerges from social interactions with others and how we 

understand ourselves compared to others. Communities and people define themselves as being 

rural based on their comparisons with others often through sets of social, moral, and cultural 

values, idealized or idyllic landscapes, and/or lifestyles (Brown & Schafft, 2019; Cloke & 

Milbourne, 1992). Therefore, some rural communities may be operationally classified as 

suburban and urban according to geographic locale and population density; and conversely, some 

communities operationally defined as rural, may not identify themselves as such (Azano et al., 

2020). In this way, rural identities help to shape definitions of rurality alongside operational 

definitions of rural places. 

Rural Communities  

Rural communities have unique strengths and benefits for community members. Marietta 

and Marietta (2020) argue that when researchers and reporters are on the outside looking in, rural 

America can be described through challenges and metrocentric statistics that paint a dismal 

picture of rural communities. However, from the inside looking in, rural communities can share 

the assets and opportunities of the places they call home. These scholars describe four core 

strengths of rural communities: greater socioeconomic and racial integration; strong, deep, and 

stable family ties and social networks; highly qualified, excellent educators with deep cultural 

knowledge; and greater connections to the natural world and foodways. While not all these 

strengths are present in every rural community, and they appear to different degrees, the social 
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cohesion and the role of educators as leaders in rural communities both support resilience and 

contribute to the strengths of rural communities (Marietta & Marietta, 2020). 

Rural communities, people, and places can be understood both through socio-geographic 

localities with operational definitions and socially constructed understandings of rural people and 

communities. These two perspectives can be treated as “complementary rather than competitive” 

(Brown & Schafft, 2019, p. 6). The construct of rurality is complex and multifaceted, and the 

places and people labeled as rural can vary greatly. Because of the complex nature of rurality, 

some scholars suggest that rural is best used as an adjective rather than a noun (Azano et al., 

2019; Corbett & White, 2014).  

Using rural as an adjective—that is, using rural to name an attribute or modify and 

describe something (a noun) as rural—means that rural is not limited by geography 

and population density but rather that rural invites an understanding that the noun 

being described has a socially constructed meaning (Azano et al., 2019, p. 5). 

When rural is used as a description, operational definitions of rural places can coexist with 

socially constructed understandings of rural people and communities, allowing researchers to 

more fully describe the complexity of the people, places, and systems that rural often identifies. 

Because of the multifaceted understandings of rural places, researchers must carefully consider 

and describe how they define and operationalize rural in their studies.  

Rural Schools 

Rural schools are deeply embedded in the social, cultural, and economic histories of their 

communities (Marietta & Marietta, 2020). In rural areas, schools are community centers that 

provide social, cultural and recreational opportunities; they are often the community’s largest 

employer; and can even be the largest landowner (Brown & Schafft, 2019; C. B. Howley & 

Eckman, 1997; Lyson, 2002; Reynolds, 2017; Schafft, 2016). Schools are so closely tied to rural 
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communities that some scholars refer to rural schools as rural school communities in their 

research (Marietta & Marietta, 2020). Rural school communities reflect how community 

strengths shape educational efforts and programs. As described by Marietta and Marietta (2020), 

the dynamic factors that shape daily interactions – including population stability, economic 

vitality, and community leadership – “determine the success or failure of educational efforts 

designed with the very best of intentions” (p. 54).  

Rural schools are widespread across the United States. Using the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) locale codes definition of rural, more than 9.3 million, or one in five 

students in the U.S., attend a rural school. Montana has the highest percentage of rural schools of 

all 50 states with 74.4% of its public schools classified as rural compared to the national average 

of 28.5% (Showalter et al., 2019). Understanding rural schools’ connections to their communities 

then, is critical, especially for states like Montana. In addition to the geographic locale, many of 

these rural schools and school districts are also small in size. Small rural school districts are 

defined by enrollment sizes below the national median enrollment for all rural school districts in 

the U.S. (494 students). In Montana, 94.7% of rural districts are small, the highest percentage in 

the country (Showalter et al., 2019). The diversity within Montana’s small rural schools is also 

noteworthy. Montana has small school districts that serve just one student as well as districts 

with three or four schools that still have less than 494 students, all which can be classified the 

same as a small rural school district. 

Rural schools are othered by metrocentric views, just as rural communities are often 

defined by what they are not. As a result of this metrocentric focus, “the literature about rural 

education often includes deficit-oriented language about low achievement or poor conditions” 
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(Azano et al., 2019, p. 4). While evidence confirms that rural communities and schools face 

challenges as a result of an increasingly globalized economy, inequitable funding for rural 

schools, lagging infrastructure, and health inequities (Marietta & Marietta, 2020), when only 

generalized and stereotypical views and statistics are used to describe rural schools, the narrative 

fails to capture the diversity and unique strengths of each individual rural schools (Azano et al., 

2020; Marietta & Marietta, 2020).  

Schools are essential for rural communities and contribute to measurements of 

community wellbeing. Schools and education can be a tool for rural community development 

(Marietta & Marietta, 2020). The presence of a school in a small rural community is associated 

with higher housing values, lower poverty rates, and more municipal infrastructure (Lyson, 

2002). Marietta and Marietta (2020) describe observable unique assets across rural school 

communities from “the inside looking in” including: “a deep sense of place, strong community 

and kinship bonds, innate understanding and appreciation for the natural world, development of 

selflessness, and the central role schools play in communities with few other resources” (p.35).  

Space and Place  

Defining Space and Place 

The constructs of space and place are often intertwined with descriptions of community 

and rurality. Researchers have increasingly focused on understanding the significance of space 

and place as they relate to rural education and schooling (Green & Reid, 2014). Uses of the term 

place in the field of education research (e.g., place-based studies, placed-based education, and 

place-conscious education) incorporate the physical spaces that people inhabit as well as 

personal connections to the land. Greenwood (2013) explains, “In the simplest terms, place 
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signifies a unique and bounded biophysical and cultural environment” (p. 93). Place recognizes 

that localities are both geographically defined and socially constructed settings (NRC, 2002). 

Space can simply be defined as a geographic locale or a physical identity. Comparing space and 

place helps further define these constructs. Agnew (2005) uses a metaphor as a definition, 

explaining that “Space is about having an address and place is about living at that address” (p. 

74). Studying space and place are significant in rural education research to build an 

understanding and appreciation of the unique nature of rural education and rural schools (Green 

& Reid, 2014). 

Rural Spaces and Places in the United States 

Spatial characteristics, identifiable through maps and geographic locales, can be used to 

define rural areas by distance, isolation, or other geographic characteristics (Green & Reid, 

2014), and the construct of place can help researchers understand culture and the cultural 

differences in lived experiences in diverse and unique spaces (Gruenewald, 2014). For rural 

areas in particular, place and context matter (Corbett & White, 2014) and places are dynamic and 

fluid (Schafft & Jackson, 2010). Rural places in the United States are remarkably diverse. 

Spanning 75 percent of the country’s landmass, the geography of the rural U.S. includes diverse 

agricultural areas of the Great Plains; arid deserts of the Southwest; mountainous forests of the 

Pacific Northwest; flat and humid coastal plains of the Southeast; the Appalachia mountains; the 

shores and forests of New England; and the expansive glaciers and fjords of Alaska (Johnson, 

2017). Rural places are also diverse in their economies and labor forces and demographic 

characteristics. For the 80 percent of the United States population that lives in suburban and 

urban places, generalizations of rural places, often based in representations of the Great Plains or 
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Appalachia, misrepresent the diversity of rural communities across the country (Azano et al., 

2020). 

In the United States, the diverse array of rural areas is often defined by statistical 

categories based on spatial characteristics. While these definitions of rural spaces are necessary 

for determining policies for federal programs, these maps and mapping can also be tools for 

organization and control, bureaucracy, and power (Green & Reid, 2014). Critical theorists 

contend that embedded in this binary description of rural spaces as not urban are complicated 

histories of the colonization of the United States, the spatial division of labor between town 

(industry) and country (agriculture), and structures of power that underlie classification 

structures and maps. The dichotomy of the terms urban and rural are “inherently colonial terms 

for colonial ideas and practices of separation” (John & Ford, 2017, p. 11). While maps and 

classification systems can suggest a black-and-white view of rural spaces, space is inherently 

intertwined with place and thus, shapes people’s connections and lived experiences therein.  

The Role of Place in Education 

Historical and Current Context 

The concept of learning based in local places in not new, and it has gained traction in 

education research and practice over the past fifty years. Grounded in the educational principles 

of experiential learning described by Dewey (1986), the practice of place-based learning evolved 

from an understanding of the importance of teaching and learning based in local experiences. 

Gruenewald (2003a) describes that the practices and purposes of place-based education:  

can be connected to experiential learning, contextual learning, problem-based 

learning, constructivism, outdoor education, indigenous education, environmental 

and ecological education, bioregional education, democratic education, 
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multicultural education, community-based education, critical pedagogy itself, as 

well as other approaches that are concerned with context and the value of learning 

from and nurturing specific places, communities, or regions. (p. 3) 

Theobald (1997) introduced the idea of intradependence, arguing that we are dependent upon our 

place and on the will and wisdom of our communities. Researchers have built upon this idea, 

with scholars including Grunewald (now Greenwood) (2003a), Gruenewald and Smith (2014), 

and Sobel (2013) laying a foundation for place-based and place-conscious practices and theory in 

education. Greenwood (2013) describes places as pedagogical, meaning that place “teach[es] us 

and shape[s] our identities and relationships” (p. 93).  

While research focused on place-based and place-conscious education has often included 

conversations about rural contexts, rural education research in general has become more 

prominent over the past ten years. Corbett and White (2014) describe that by adding the adjective 

rural to research, there is a deliberate differentiation of “research in and for rural communities” 

(p. 1). As in definitions of rurality, deficit language has also been used to describe rural contexts 

in the dominate metropolitan research methodologies (Corbett & White, 2014). The result has 

been the advance of education research that “impinges on rural schools and communities without 

ever engaging rural ways of being and living” (Howley & Howley, 2014, p. 8). With the growing 

divide between urban and rural America and the invasive exploitation of natural resources, 

researchers argue that high-quality rural research, specifically in education, needs our immediate 

attention (Howley & Howley, 2014; Marietta & Marietta, 2020). Scholars argue that “until we 

begin to better understand the needs of rural communities, our rural schools will continue in the 

shadows, expected to implement education in a way that was designed for urban realities” 

(Marietta & Marietta, 2020, p. 13). Thus, there is a clear need for rural education research 
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designed from a rural standpoint, that is respectful and responsible within and for rural 

communities. 

Pedagogy of Place 

Historically, most school curricula have been written from a metro-centric perspective, 

with lessons that emphasize global contexts and the stories of other people based in some other 

place and leaving little room to incorporate the context of community life and the role of place in 

classroom learning. While this may have been an unintended consequence as education became a 

more formalized process, the result was curriculum that was separated from community 

knowledge and local context. In response to hyper-standardized and commercialized curricula, 

over the past 30 years, a pedagogy of place emerged, focused on reconnecting curriculum to 

local knowledge, students’ lived experiences, and learning grounded in the local community 

(Azano et al., 2020; Demarest, 2014; Gruenewald & Smith, 2014; Sobel, 2013; Vander Ark et 

al., 2020).  

Place-Based Education 

From the field of environmental education, David Orr’s 1992 article begins the modern 

discussion on place-based education (Orr, 2013). Orr describes how the writings of John Dewey 

(1907) and the regional survey by Lewis Mumford (1946, 1966) influenced the beginning of a 

pedagogy of place. The termed place-based education (shortened to PBE by many practitioners) 

may have first been used by Elder (1998) in the book title of a collection of stories from various 

classrooms and partnerships supported by The Orion Society. Although Elder did not clearly 

define the term, they identified four fundamental themes of this newly forming approach to 

education, rooted in environmental education, including: 
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1. Attentiveness to student’s home landscapes (pursing a sense of place to support 

interdisciplinary study) 

2. The convergence of natural sciences and the arts (using drawing and writing to help 

students see their place more vividly) 

3. Time spent outdoors (fostering habits of exploration and attentiveness) 

4. Human connections (exploring the connections between human and natural history, 

and using partnerships to teach that the sense of community is essential to the sense 

of place) 

Place-based education emphasizes the importance of rooting learning in local places, 

helping students understand their relationship within the larger world based in their own place 

(Barnhardt, 2008; Sobel, 2013). Building on this understanding and based in the theoretical 

framework of a critical pedagogy of place, place-conscious education recognizes the roles power 

and privilege play in teaching and learning (Gruenewald, 2003a, 2014). Both place-based and 

place-conscious education focus learning around authentic investigations centered in their 

community. 

Place-based education is interdisciplinary and project-based using local resources and 

knowledge (Boyer, 2006). Sobel (2013) defines place-based education as:  

the process of using the local community as environment as a starting point to teach 

concepts in language arts, mathematics, social studies, science, and other subjects 

across the curriculum. Emphasizing hands-on, real world learning experiences, this 

approach to education increases academic achievement, helps students develop 

stronger ties to their community, enhances students’ appreciation for the natural 

world, and creates a heightened commitment to serving as active, contributing 

citizens. Community vitality and environmental quality are improved through the 

active engagement of local citizens, community organizations, and environmental 

resources in the life of the school. (p. 11) 
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Place-based education includes both the natural and built environments. Its curriculum explores 

the interactions between landscape, community, watersheds, and cultural traditions (Sobel, 

2013). Inherently multidisciplinary, place-based education is deeply tied to community, and with 

teachers providing guidance, students can build their own understandings of place and learn from 

their own community resources (Gray & Graham, 2007). 

 The concept of community is so intertwined with this pedagogy, that community-based 

learning is nearly synonymous with place-based education (Greenwood, 2013). G. A. Smith and 

Sobel (2010) describe this relationship by using “place- and community-based education” to 

describe “an approach to teaching and learning that connects learning to the local” (p. iix). Smith 

and Sobel argue that place- and community-based education: (1) helps motivate students to learn 

and increases standardized test scores; (2) requires a more holistic mindset to approach 

curriculum; (3) involves using the natural social, and cultural environments in which students 

live as starting points to teach multiple subject areas; (4) is utilized by all types of schools in a 

variety of communities; and (5) can take the same amount of time as other teaching methods. 

Within this conversation of place- and community-based education, Clark (2010) suggests that 

healthy school-community partnership is a core element of this learning. In working together, 

schools and communities can accomplish far more than either could do alone by grounding more 

learning in the local.  

Practitioners describe place-based curriculum design as a self-directed, inquiry-based, 

experimental pedagogy (Demarest, 2014) or “anytime, anywhere learning that leverages the 

power of place to personalize learning” (Vander Ark et al., 2020, p. 2). In creating and 

implementing place-based curriculum, educators consider four aspects of teaching and learning 
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including the learners’ experience and how they learn, mastery of the subject and ways of 

knowing, the relationship to place, and personal agency (Demarest, 2014). The Teton Science 

Schools and the Place Network (a national network of small rural schools) suggests six design 

principles of place-based education including: (1) community as the classroom; (2) learner-

centered; (3) inquiry-based; (4) local learning to understand global challenges, opportunities, and 

connections; (5) design thinking; and (6) interdisciplinary (Vander Ark et al., 2020). These 

definitions, aspects, and principles indicate that educators, researchers, curriculum designers, and 

leaders, may define and use the term place-based education for ideas that could be better 

described as place-conscious education. 

Place-Conscious Education 

While place-based education has been used to describe both a movement and a pedagogy, 

place-conscious education extends these ideas, builds on critical theory, and “challenges 

educators to rethink the assumptions of schooling in the context of places we inhabit and leave 

behind” (Greenwood, 2013, p. 95). Theobald (1997) introduced the term place-conscious 

education in the context of teaching intradependence, including our “dependence within a place, 

dependence on the land and dependence on the good will and wisdom of the people with whom 

the land is shared. The greater the intradependence, the greater the sense of community” (p. 15). 

Although Theobald does not clearly define place-conscious education, they lay the groundwork 

for future definitions. Theobald based their work on two assumptions: (1) rural schools can set a 

new institutional trajectory for formal education in the U.S.; and (2) schools must attend more 

consciously to their place including the social, political, and economic aspects of their 

communities. With this foundation, Theobald (1997) began the discussion on the role of power 



48 

and ethics in an education based in place. Theobald argues that place-conscious education helps 

students understand that their immediate circumstances reflect the quality of social justice in 

society and this approach to learning builds an ethic of shouldering responsibility for a shared 

place. Haas and Nachtigal (1998) further explored Theobald’s concept of intradependence, 

suggesting a set of five senses that place-conscious education instills in students including a 

sense of place, civic involvement, worth, connection, and belonging.  

Greenwood continued to contribute to an articulation of place-conscious education and 

suggested critical pedagogy of place as an approach to ground this pedagogy in theory 

(Greenwood, 2008, 2013; Greenwood & Smith, 2008; Gruenewald, 2003a, 2003b, 2014; 

Gruenewald et al., 2007; Gruenewald & Smith, 2014). From this perspective, place-conscious 

education grounds critical issues of race, class, gender, and other aspects of culture in concrete 

experiences and places. In doing so, place-conscious education includes the “historical memory 

of a place, and the traditions that emerged there, whether these have been disrupted or 

conserved” Gruenewald and Smith (2014, p. xxi). Place-conscious education aims to engage 

teachers and students in local life, or community, and in the political process of understanding 

their space and place (Gruenewald, 2003b). In this process, students learn that place matters as 

curriculum and pedagogy are connected to their communities. Gruenewald (2003b) argues: 

Place-conscious education aims to reframe the discourse of democracy and 

accountability so that the character and quality of places, and our relationship to 

them, figure significantly in the purpose, process, and assessment of education. To 

what are we really accountable, now and in the long run?  

Based in a critical pedagogy of place, place-conscious education encourages learners to listen to 

their community and places and respond as active and informed citizens (Gruenewald, 2003b). 
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 The introduction of place-conscious education and a critical pedagogy of place has been 

criticized and debated, framed around a critique of critical pedagogy and how culture and 

environment are intricately connected (Bowers, 2008; Greenwood, 2008; Gruenewald, 2005). 

Bowers (2008) argued that combining critical pedagogy and place was an “oxymoron” (p. 326) 

and argued that abstractions and universal decolonization ignores “the diverse ways in which 

more ecologically centered cultures and community practices have contributed to long-term 

habitation of place” (p. 333). Greenwood (2008) responded with a clarification of the purpose of 

articulating a critical pedagogy of place. By inviting “educators from primarily ecological and 

rural traditions, and educators from primarily social justice and urban traditions, into a shared 

conversation about what we might be concerned about together,” Greenwood argued that place 

“can help bridge the ‘unnatural’ cultural–ecological divide and can make concrete abstractions 

about culture that dominate the discourse of schooling” (p. 339). Later, Greenwood (2013) cited 

Bowers (2001) and reasoned: 

As an educational theory, a critical pedagogy of place provides a frame of reference 

from which one can identify, and potentially resist or transform, the colonizing 

practices of culture and its political economy, including the ways in which cultural 

assumptions are transmitted through language and education (p. 96).  

While debate continues around a critical pedagogy of place (K. J. Smith, 2021), scholars have 

used this theory to dovetail place-based education’s relationships with place and critical 

pedagogy’s sociological focus on social injustice and decolonization (Ajaps & Forh Mbah, 2022) 

Place-based education is a term that is widely recognized by educators, researchers, 

curriculum-designers, and leaders. Place-conscious education is lesser known, yet its principles 

are distinct from some definitions of place-based education. Greenwood (2013) describes “place-

based education as a movement and methodology, and place-conscious education as a 
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philosophical and political orientation to the field” (p. 94). Place-conscious education recognizes 

the impact that the inclusion of place can have to elevate connections with community, the global 

context, and the roles power and privilege play in teaching and learning and can include the 

pedagogy and practices of place-based education. In this distinction then, some literature using 

place-based education, may be considered as describing place-conscious education, including 

Vander Ark et al. (2020).  

Place-Conscious Education and Local Knowledge. Rural contexts can be rich 

environments for place-conscious education. By teaching and learning with projects rooted in 

place, curriculum includes local knowledge and expertise. Avery (2013) builds on the ideas of 

local ecological knowledge (Olsson & Folke, 2001) and indigenous human ecological knowledge 

(Kassam, 2009) in describing local rural knowledge. Closely tied to place-conscious education, 

Avery (2013) argues that by recognizing local rural knowledge as a valid way of knowing, 

learners can connect personal experiences to global concepts in science and other subject areas. 

Researchers focusing in urban contexts argue the impact of local knowledge as well, citing how 

community knowledge that connects school learning to students’ lived experiences could 

increase engagement in learning (Bouillion & Gomez, 2001).  

Community Anchor Institutions 

Societal institutions can anchor their communities, serving as a stabilizing force in the 

development of the cities, town, and villages in which they are located. For the past twenty years 

the term anchor institution has been used to describe place-based and place-conscious 

organizations that play a role in increasing community vitality, building communities and local 

economies (Taylor & Luter, 2013). This role was traditionally held by higher education 
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institutions and medical centers in the United States. Now, some argue that anchor institutions 

can be defined more broadly as active members of their community that can have major impacts 

on community life (Kadoyama, 2018).  

In an exploration of the literature, Taylor and Luter (2013) found 41 definitions of anchor 

institutions. However, the studies included in their review appear to be primarily, if not fully, 

from urban perspectives. In addition, much of the research around community anchors comes 

from the understanding that community anchors are still primarily institutions of higher 

education (Sorrell, 2015). These perspectives are reflected in the current strategic plan of the 

Anchor Institutions Task Force (Marga Incorporated Consulting, 2020) who identified one of 

their three-year goals as, “consider creating new subgroups (possibilities include the arts, local 

government, rural anchors, corporations)” (p. 11). Perhaps as a result of the term’s origins with 

urban areas and higher education institutions, common definitions for a community anchor 

includes four aspects – spatial immobility, size, corporate status, and mission (Taylor & Luter, 

2013). More inclusive definitions reflect that community anchors are rooted in their localities 

and use their expertise, knowledge, and resources to address critical issues such as education 

(IMLS, 2016; Kadoyama, 2018; Marga Incorporated Consulting, 2020), leaving out an emphasis 

on size and corporate status. 

Museums and Schools as Community Anchors 

The Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) promotes museums key members 

of the local community. IMLS encourages museums to spark change as a community anchor 

institution (Manjarrez et al., 2015). Identified in the core strategies of its 2012-2016 strategic 

plan, IMLS seeks to “promote museums and libraries as strong community anchors that enhance 
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civic engagement, cultural opportunities, and economic vitality” (IMLS, 2012, p. 5). With the 

support of IMLS (2020), museums are identifying and implementing solutions as essential 

partners in community change by leveraging their expertise, knowledge, physical space, 

collections, technology, and other resources.  

In addition to institutions like museums, rural schools can also play a significant role in 

their communities and use their resources to address critical issues. Rural schools are often the 

largest local employer and make their communities attractive places to live and raise families 

(Brown & Schafft, 2019). Schools impact the local economy, play strong roles in community 

development, and are public service-providing institutions (Brown & Schafft, 2019). In order to 

more fully understand the extent to which rural schools serve their community as rural anchors, 

rural education researchers have called for further studies to investigate the various ways that 

schools can support community development (Cicchinelli & Beesley, 2017). For rural areas, 

schools and other community organizations support their communities and warrant consideration 

as community anchor institutions. 

Scholars concur that community members, agencies, and institutions all play a role in 

supporting positive outcomes. To encourage these positive outcomes in their community, 

institutions, including school districts and museums, can position themselves as “catalysts for 

change.” Acting along with individual community members, schools and museums “can tip the 

scales across multiple dimensions of social well-being” and positively influence a community’s 

overall vitality (IMLS, 2016, p. 11). 

Defining Museums. No singular definition fully conveys the complexities of today’s 

American museum. The American Alliance of Museums (formerly the American Association of 
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Museums, AAM), suggests the multifaceted nature of museums has “result[ed] in an 

organization that people can identify intuitively but that cannot be neatly packaged in a 

definition” (Merritt, 2010, p. 3). Those who attempt to draw boundaries and make clear 

designations of what is and is not a museum have considered characteristics such as non-profit 

status, permanence, professional staff, if the institution has physical space and if it is open to the 

public, if it has collections and exhibits, research activities, and if education is a core function of 

the organization (Dillenburg, 2011; IMLS, 2018a; International Council of Museums, 2018; 

Merritt, 2010). For museums, a definition can outline the purposes, responsibilities, and 

functions of these institutions being both descriptive and prescriptive.  

In order to determine eligibility for grant funding, agencies such as the Institute of 

Museum and Library Services define museums through the lens of museum practices. These 

prescriptive definitions, detail museum functions including the frequency of exhibiting objects to 

the public (either animate or inanimate) with professional staff that care for these objects (IMLS, 

2018a). IMLS and AAM are inclusive in their definitions with an array of institutions classified 

as museums including aquariums, arboretums, art museums, botanical gardens, children's/youth 

museums, general museums, historic houses/sites, history museums, natural history/anthropology 

museums, nature centers, planetariums, science/technology centers, specialized museums 

(limited to a single distinct subject), and zoological parks (IMLS, 2020). However, museum 

scholars and theorists also consider other definitions of museums. McTavish (2017) describes the 

museum as a process, “an elusive set of actions that is continually performed, but never in 

exactly the same way” (p. 3). Museums then can be more holistically understood by the role they 
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take in societal dialogues, shaping social identities through networks of connections with 

communities. 

The International Council of Museums (2020) has proposed, but not yet adopted, a new 

definition for museums that includes this multifaceted view of museums as both a physical 

institution and a process of that shapes identity. This definition indicates that: 

Museums are democratizing, inclusive and polyphonic spaces for critical dialogue 

about the pasts and the futures. Acknowledging and addressing the conflicts and 

challenges of the present, they hold artefacts and specimens in trust for society, 

safeguard diverse memories for future generations and guarantee equal rights and 

equal access to heritage for all people. Museums are not for profit. They are 

participatory and transparent, and work in active partnership with and for diverse 

communities to collect, preserve, research, interpret, exhibit, and enhance 

understandings of the world, aiming to contribute to human dignity and social 

justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing. 

In this definition of museums, the International Council of Museums (2018) intentionally 

acknowledges different world views, conditions, and traditions and the “legacies and continuous 

presence of deep societal inequities and imbalances of power and wealth, globally, nationally, 

regionally, and locally” (p. 2).  

Small Museums. To better understand the unique needs and challenges of museums, the 

museum profession often classifies institutions by four variables: annual revenue (small, 

medium, etc.), region, discipline, and place type (urban, suburban, and rural). Recent grant 

opportunities through the Institute of Museum and Library Services focused specifically on small 

museums ask institutions to self-identify as small based on the number of staff members and 

volunteers; the estimate of total person-hours worked per week; the operating budget and sources 

of revenue; the number and types of objects in the collection; the size of the facility and 

property; the types and numbers of audiences served; and their size relative to other 

organizations of the same discipline, or within the same geographic region (IMLS, 2020). 
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Likewise, the Small Museums Association, serving small museums in the mid-Atlantic region 

and throughout the U.S., as well as the American Association for State and Local History, also 

refrain from strict definitions for membership. The lack of clear criteria suggests that defining a 

museum as small may be both described by size and a reflection of a museum’s identity. 

Interestingly, in the United States, museums that are most commonly found in rural communities 

are referred to by their size as small museums, not by their rural identity.  

Following a similar deficit narrative of rural communities and rural schools, small 

museums are often viewed by what they do not have, rather than their strengths. Friesen (2011) 

describes this common negative stereotype: 

A small museum is not an institution that has not yet grown up to become a big 

museum. In many, perhaps most, cases, its size is just right. While a small museum 

can become larger, that is not a prerequisite for or measure of its success. There is 

a tendency in the museum profession to define small museums by what they do not 

have rather than by what they do have. To many people, a small museum is one 

with too little money, too small facilities, and even too little knowledge. This 

negative approach stereotypes the small museum as a place that is somehow 

incomplete or needs desperately to learn from big museums. But size need not be a 

limitation and can be an advantage (pp. 41-42). 

On the contrary, Friesen (2011) argues that small museums are a labor of love with loyal 

supporters, impressive collections, and personalized experiences; they have more flexibility to be 

creative and innovative; and survive substantially on local support and public enthusiasm. Small 

museums, then, may be better understood by both the quantitative statistics about budget and 

staff size, but also the full story of community support and resilience.  

Museums and Place. All museums, regardless of size, are positioned to remind us of who 

we are and our place in the world. Museums hold objects and histories that form our cultural and 

community identities (Davis, 2007), safeguarding memories for future generations. These objects 

and histories create “a web of understanding between people and the environment, between 
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people and their neighbors, between people and their history” (Davis, 2007, p. 70). With place 

understood as the complex web of our cultural and natural histories, museums can be described 

as a space where tangible objects that define place are held. As museums have developed their 

identities and described their museum communities, the objects collected and curated and the 

stories that museums chose to tell, are intertwined with an understanding of place. Considering 

the history of museums and the roles that power and knowledge have played in their formation 

and collections, it is worth considering if one museum’s collections and exhibits can really 

represent its place as it is understood by all people living in one geographical space. 

Place-Conscious Education in Museums. Places have something to say (Gruenewald, 

2003b), as do the objects museums collect and curate. Museum collections can support 

relationship building, community belonging, and meaning making when they are used for 

interdisciplinary place-based education (Villeneuve et al., 2015, p. 260). Museums can be 

democratizing spaces for critical dialogue about the pasts and the fu{Clark, 2010 #781}tures that 

contribute to social justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing (International Council of 

Museums, 2020). For museums, place-based education is a natural activity that plays a critical 

role in fulfilling its educational mission.  

As public places, museums have the potential to educate the public in powerful ways, 

ways that preserve and reflect the values and aspirations of a community (Gray & Graham, 

2007). Museums play active roles in their communities, providing a space where community 

members come together to understand a shared identity, heritage, and culture – an understanding 

of place. Yet, just as community can be about coming together and unity, it can also equally be 

about division and exclusion (Crooke, 2006). For museums in particular, as institutions that 
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collect objects and hold histories for communities, the importance of place-conscious education 

includes the responsibility to share the “historical memory of a place, and the traditions that 

emerged there, whether these have been disrupted or conserved” (Gruenewald & Smith, 2014, p. 

xxi). To support community well-being and vitality, museums can use the practices of place-

based education and the theory of place-conscious education to help community members 

understand and question the forces that shape places and encourage active involvement in their 

community. 

Partnerships 

  Partnerships dedicated to place-based and place-conscious education between schools 

and communities have recently gathered new interest in the United States (Zuckerman, 2019). 

Educational projects rooted in local geography (including the history, politics, and culture of 

place) are enhanced through school and community partnerships (Casto, 2016). While the idea of 

schools and communities working together dates back to the Progressive Era (Dewey, 1902), the 

forms and functions of school-community partnerships have continued to evolve over the past 

100 years.  

Defining Partnerships 

 The term partnership has often been used interchangeably with collaboration in 

education research. It frequently has different meanings in different contexts; it is complex and 

ambiguous (Bauch, 2001; Davies, 1996; Dierking et al., 1997; Hirzy, 1996; O'Connor & 

Daniello, 2019; Tushnet, 1993). In the context of schools and communities, particularly in rural 

areas of the United States, partnerships can be defined as “the development of a set of social 
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relationships within and between the school and its local community that promote action” 

(Bauch, 2001, p. 207). Valli et al. (2016a) expand on this description adding that partnerships are 

intentional efforts to build long-standing relationships between schools and communities. 

Partnerships have been described as robust collaborations where both partners benefit from the 

relationship (Grobe et al., 1993; Kisiel, 2012; Wojton, 2009). Partnerships can promote agency 

within a community through social interactions, mutual trust, and relationships (Bauch, 2001).  

Literature in place-based and place-conscious education frequently cites the importance 

of partnerships in building community and a sense of belonging. These partnerships bring 

together community resources, anchor institutions, businesses, and organizations to work with 

schools in creating an expanded view of the community as a classroom (Vander Ark et al., 

2020). Sobel (2013) emphasizes the importance of partnerships citing two guiding principles for 

place-conscious education: the use of partnerships to build maximum support for education in 

the local schools and engaging students in real-world projects in the local environment and the 

community. Multiple scholars in the field of place-based and place-conscious education echo the 

importance of school-community partnerships (e.g., Casto, 2016; Getting Smart et al., 2017; G. 

A. Smith & Sobel, 2010). 

The importance of partnerships is also reflected in a research focus on the partnerships 

between museums and schools in museum education research throughout the past 30 years. After 

the release of two seminal publications, Building Museum and School Partnerships (Sheppard, 

1993) and True Needs, True Partners: Museums and Schools Transforming Education (Hirzy, 

1996), research began documenting case studies, describing museum and school partnerships, 

and outlining suggestions to apply research findings in the development of new partnerships 
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(e.g., AAM, 2014; Falk & Dierking, 1997; IMLS, 2002; Marshall, 2002; Osterman & Sheppard, 

2010). In October 2007, 14 years after Sheppard’s first publication on museum and school 

partnerships, 200 museum professionals created a multifaceted, collective definition of the ideal 

museum and school partnership at the annual meeting of the Mid-Atlantic Association of 

Museums:  

clearly articulated realistic expectations from both parties; mutual trust; mutually 

adopted goals; disclosure of other partnerships; mutual buy-in; solving problems 

together; mutual flexibility; shared goals and missions; quality education as the 

mutual goal and benchmark; understanding of the needs and resources of both 

partners; the participation of the right players at all levels of school officials and 

museum reps; evaluations are conducted and lead to modifications; adequate 

funding; options for all parties; equal effort; support from administration on both 

sides; succession plan; constant review and revision of the relationship; reaches 

people outside of the school experience; curriculum that applies to the real world; 

something special is created that can’t be done anywhere else; and relationships are 

rich and grow (Fortney & Sheppard, 2010, pp. 103-104) 

Forms and Functions of Partnerships  

  To understand the various forms and functions of partnerships, scholars and researchers 

conducted analyses ranging from large-scale literature reviews to case studies situated in 

individual communities. For example, Valli et al., (2016b) created a typology of urban school-

community partnerships based on each study’s overall purpose and the implications or 

requirements for partnership success. In rural education research, scholars have explored the 

specific characteristics, relationships, and outcomes of rural school-community partnerships 

through case studies (e.g., Alleman & Holly, 2013; Casto, 2016; Henry, 2019; Tytler et al., 

2016), as well as literature reviews specific to school-community partnerships in rural settings 

(e.g., Bauch, 2001). Research specific to school-community partnerships can illustrate how these 

partnerships are formed and sustained to support positive outcomes and thriving rural 

communities. 
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 School-community partnerships are varied in their forms. Businesses, service 

organizations (e.g., churches and libraries), civic organizations, health clinics, and institutions of 

higher education all have documented partnerships with schools (O'Connor & Daniello, 2019; 

Sanders, 2001). In the past 20 years, museums have also formed partnerships with schools, 

supported with funding from federal agencies (AAM, 2014; IMLS, 2016). Partnership activities 

can include place-based education projects, tutoring, job shadowing, academic enrichment, the 

donation or procuring of material resources, and training and support for teachers, among other 

functions (Casto, 2016; O'Connor & Daniello, 2019; Sanders, 2001). Studies of school-

community partnerships suggests that these partnership activities can lead to positive student 

outcomes including positive effects on grades and attendance, student attitudes, and school 

persistence (Sanders, 2001). 

Power Relationships in Partnerships 

 Situated within the broader aim of social justice, school-community partnerships can also 

be described and conceptualized based on issues of power, relationships, and dialogue. Drawing 

from the field of sociology, power can be described as having one’s own way even against the 

resistance of others involved (Weber et al., 2013). The distribution and structures of power in 

partnerships and communities affects “local development choices and trajectories and the extent 

to which the benefits of such trajectories are widely shared or concentrated in particular groups” 

(Brown & Schafft, 2019, p. 46). Partners in positions of power, like universities or businesses, 

can have limited awareness of complex issues of power and privilege, causing partnerships to 

lack mutual reciprocity (O'Connor & Daniello, 2019). Therefore, all partners including those 

with potential positions of power (e.g., university researchers and organizations from outside of 
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communities), should be reflective and thoughtful as they begin work with and for rural 

communities.  

Partnerships require leaders who cultivate positive relationships and develop clear 

communication and evaluation systems (Bauch, 2001). Leaders who practice trust, empathy, and 

compassion can encourage reciprocal processes that are supportive for fostering partnerships 

(Bauch, 2001). Auerbach (2012) describes authentic partnerships from an urban school 

administrator’s perspective as “respectful alliances among educators, families, and community 

groups that value relationship building, dialogue across difference, and sharing power in pursuit 

of common purpose in socially just, democratic schools” (p. 5). In communities, when 

individuals carry formal positions of leadership, power needs to be “held lightly” to foster 

respect, safety, and trust and meaningful conversations (Guajardo, 2016). When partners 

consider the reciprocal nature of their relationships, as well as the concepts of respect and 

responsibility, previous held assumptions of power and superiority can be abandoned, and 

authentic school-community partnerships can be built (M. Anderson & Lonsdale, 2014; 

Auerbach, 2012).  

Motivating Reasons for Partnerships 

The origin of the study of human motivation is grounded in research around instincts, 

drive, and needs (Graham & Weiner, 2012). Heavily cited in motivational studies is the 

hierarchy of needs developed by Maslow (1943) that places immediate psychological needs at 

the base of the pyramid with self-actualization at the top. In the 1950s, the field of motivation 

shifted its emphasis from biological deprivation to achievement strivings (Graham & Weiner, 

2012). Motivation as a temporal sequence focused on “what gets people going, keeps them 
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going, and helps them finish tasks” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 104). Motivation has also been described 

from a cognitive perspective as the forces which help to initiate and maintain behaviors (Schunk, 

2019). For this study, motivating reasons were defined as the forces that energize, shape, and 

sustain action (Liu et al., 2016). In the context of a partnership, motivating reasons reflect the 

willingness of people to start a partnership and reasons why partners persevere through 

challenges and keep working together. 

The Connections Between Motivation and Reasons. The concept of motivation is a robust 

discipline of study with multiple theories proposed to explain human motivation. D. A. Cook and 

Artino (2016) summarized five contemporary theories about motivation to learn, all of which are 

cognitive theories, presuming that the mental processes are involved that are not directly 

observable. In this summary, D. A. Cook and Artino (2016) acknowledged that their examination 

of each theory “can scarcely scratch the surface” (p. 998). While a robust discussion of 

motivation is outside of the scope of this study, it is critical to distinguish the connections 

between the distinctly different terms of motivation and reasons in order to better understand this 

study’s research questions and findings.  

Reasons describe the arguments a person uses to justify and guide their action. 

Contemporary philosophers categorize reasons for action as normative and motivating. 

Normative reasons include why someone should, or should not, do something, while motivating 

reasons include why someone actually does something (Alvarez, 2016). In explaining a person’s 

actions, they can have both normative and motivating reasons for doing something, which may 

be different reasons. Furthermore, a person can have normative reasons for doing something 

without being motivated to actually take action (Parfit & Broome, 1997). Reasons can further be 
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described as intrinsic if the reason is for one’s own benefit, or external, meaning the reason is 

not influenced by one’s motivational state (Parfit & Broome, 1997). This study was focused on 

stakeholders’ motivating reasons for participating in partnership activities, examining how 

participants described why they take action.  

Teachers’ Motivating Reasons for Field Trips. While motivation for learning and student 

achievement has rich discussions in education research, the literature is limited on the motivating 

reasons for stakeholders establishing and sustaining partnerships in education. Studies regarding 

teachers’ motivating reasons for including field trip experiences in their curriculum may be the 

most robust area of this limited area of study. In the foundational literature regarding museum-

school partnerships, Sheppard (1993) explored the motivating reasons of a museum-school 

partnership from an unwritten assumption that museums and schools are both driven by student 

outcomes. Research related to field trips expands upon this assumption adding specific 

motivating reasons described by teachers (D. Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Karnezou et al., 2013; 

Kisiel, 2005; Storksdieck, 2001, 2004). Of these, the works of Kisiel (2003, 2005) are the only 

studies based in the United States. Kisiel found eight motivating reasons, which were not 

mutually exclusive, for teachers to take fieldtrips: connecting to the curriculum, providing a 

learning experience, promoting lifelong learning, fostering interest and motivation, exposing 

students to new school experiences, providing a change of setting, providing enjoyment or 

reward, and satisfying school expectations.  

Additional explorations continue to build on teachers’ motivating reasons. Geary (2018) 

studied teacher reasons to pursue a museum-school partnership through a mixed methods study 

in New York state. This exploration found eleven factors that teachers used to describe why they 
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include museums in their curriculum. From the most to least prevalent, these factors included: 

(1) connection to curriculum; (2) increases student engagement; (3) location; (4) accommodating 

to school groups; (5) bring curriculum to life; (6) cost; (7) cross-curricular experiences; (8) good 

website; (9) user-friendly; (10) child-friendly; and (11) special-ed accessible. From this list, a 

connection to the curriculum was included by over 95% of the participants, with the next reason 

(increasing student engagement) receiving less than one-third of that response. Through this 

research, Geary (2018) included teachers and administrators in data collection, discovering that 

barriers and detractors were closely tied to motivating reasons.  

Additional studies of museum-school partnerships have documented further factors 

beyond field trips which influence the partnership including a partnership’s dependence upon 

individual people and personal relationships. These champions of museum-school partnerships 

can be teachers and museum educators, or administrators or principals (Connealy, 2018). 

Connealy (2018) and Geary (2018) both suggest that teachers and administrators approach 

partnerships from a different perspective, have different motivating reasons, and encounter 

different obstacles when building partnerships between museums and schools.  

Factors that Shape Partnership Activities  

Previous research suggests that partnerships can be constrained by various factors that 

slow progress or limit partnership activities (e.g., Casto, 2016; Chesebrough, 1998a, 1998b; 

Connealy, 2018; Geary, 2018) or promoted by factors that encourage more activities and 

stronger relationships (e.g., AAM, 2014; Bauch, 2001; Born, 2006; Connealy, 2018). What may 

constrain one partnership could promote another partnership; therefore, these constructs are often 

described together. In defining successful or ideal partnerships, over the past 30 years, 
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researchers in museum education have described factors that promote partnerships by outlining 

characteristics that lead to success. Scholars argue that good communication, collaborative 

planning, and mutual empathy for the other partners contribute to the continuation of museum-

school partnerships (Fortney & Sheppard, 2010; Sheppard, 1993).  

 Drawing from comprehensive studies and publications for practitioners, recent research 

has specifically focused on describing the factors that shape organizational partnerships for 

informal science education organizations and schools and has found that educational policy, 

including state and federal regulations, is a factor in partnerships and highlights the importance 

of support from school administration (Connealy, 2018). Additionally, from research in art 

museums, specific constraints were identified as barriers in museum-school partnerships 

including time (time away from class, distance/travel, and testing schedules), funding (bussing 

costs, substitute costs, and other fees), and defensibility (curricular tie-in, administrator buy-in, 

and time way from own class) (Geary, 2018).  

Methodologies for Partnership Studies 

Researchers have used various methodologies to understand partnerships between 

museums, schools, and communities including qualitative case studies (e.g., Connealy, 2018; 

Cruz, 2012; Geary, 2018; Kinash & Hoffman, 2014; Russell et al., 2012; Weiland & Akerson, 

2017); action research case studies (e.g., Danker, 2013); surveys, questionnaires, and related 

focus groups and interviews (e.g., Chesebrough, 1998b; Kisiel, 2003, 2005, 2014), and mixed 

methods designs (e.g., Alleman & Holly, 2013). The results of studies have included narratives 

describing individual programs (e.g., Harris, 2017; Zuckerman, 2019), broader statements about 

aspects of partnerships from larger studies (e.g., Kilpatrick et al., 2002), and reports, practical 
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guides, and recommendations for institutions and organizations seeking to build partnerships 

(e.g., AAM, 2008; Dierking et al., 1997; Erdman, 2016; IMLS, 2002). The varied research 

methods used in partnerships studies related to museums, schools, and communities reflects the 

diverse perspectives in these relationships. 

Case Studies 

Case studies are complex and varied in their methods. They can be qualitative or 

quantitative; focused on an individual case or a collective; conducted over long or short time 

frame; take place in single or multiple geographic locales; and they can draw from a range of 

epistemological assumptions (Compton-Lilly, 2013). This diversity in case studies across 

educational research is reflected in the case study methods selected by partnership studies. 

Researchers have used qualitative intrinsic (e.g., Harris, 2017), instrumental (e.g., Cruz, 2012), 

and collective case studies (e.g., Kilpatrick et al., 2002), to better understand the partnerships 

between museums, schools, and/or their communities.  

Intrinsic case studies focus on a single person, place, or program, selected for their 

unique qualities, to understand what is interesting within a particular case instead of exploring a 

general issue or problem (Compton-Lilly, 2013). Individual programs and partnerships have 

been documented in the literature through qualitative intrinsic case studies. Harris (2017) 

described a unique partnership program between an art museum and two elementary schools 

with the purpose of learning about planning an event between these partners. Studying this single 

case, revealed insights to this particular program and could inform the way researchers think 

about similar programs. This study used observations, informal conversations and semi-

structured interviews, and document analysis. 
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Instrumental case studies are designed to understand an issue or idea that affects many 

people. In instrumental case studies, the selection of the single person, place or program that 

becomes the case is secondary and plays a supporting role in understanding general policies, 

issues, or questions (Compton-Lilly, 2013). A multitude number of studies have documented 

individual programs and partnerships through qualitative instrumental case studies. Cruz (2012) 

used an existing partnership between an urban school district and art museum to investigate 

features and operational logistics of successful partnerships between museums and schools. 

Casto (2016) used a case study of a single school, purposively chosen because it offered an 

interesting though not unique context for research. In these studies, researchers conducted semi-

structured interviews, led focus groups, and analyzed documents including emails, lesson plans, 

parent letters, correspondence between partners, and webpages dedicated to the partnership.  

Collective case studies also focus on understanding general policies, issues, or questions, 

but include more than one person, place, or program to explore how the defined issue is 

experienced in multiple contexts (Compton-Lilly, 2013). In one of the earliest studies, Dierking 

et al. (1997) used focus groups and interviews in two different states to collect information from 

museum staff and representatives of other organizations in the community. Kilpatrick et al. 

(2002) studied five different communities to investigate the multiplicity of ways in which rural 

schools contribute to their community. Russell et al. (2012) collected data from two collaborative 

efforts of an art museum and an urban school district as well as a community arts organization 

and the same urban school district to explore the nature of the partnerships including factors that 

supported and obstructed success. Connealy (2018) used a collective case study with purposively 

selected sample to document the school partnership practices of two natural history informal 
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science education organizations and to describe the factors that shape organizational 

partnerships. Although not clearly identified as a collective case study, Henry (2019) used semi-

structured interviews and observations with 14 principals and superintendents across seven rural 

school districts to understand the role of schools in communities. Researchers studying 

partnerships using a collective case study approach have collected data through a variety of 

methods including semi-structured interviews, focus groups, observations, and document 

analysis. 

Chapter Summary 

A common thread of intradependence connects place-conscious education, partnerships, 

and education in rural communities. Termed by Theobald (1997), intradependence describes our 

necessary relationships with other people and with the places we call home; the places that shape 

us and make us who we are. The ability to work together on a local level, while taking collective 

action to support other communities and natural resources, will have impacts on natural 

resources and global communities. By working together in partnerships through place-conscious 

curricula, learning can be rooted in the history and traditions of place, with an understanding of 

how our actions impact others (Gruenewald & Smith, 2014).   
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

In order to investigate the reasons why stakeholders from community anchor institutions 

establish and sustain a partnership in the design and implementation of a place-conscious 

approach to education in a rural context, this chapter describes the methodology, context, data 

collection methods, procedures, and data analysis involved in the study. The first section outlines 

the rationale for the methodology chosen for this study. The second section provides an overview 

of the community where the study took place. The third section describes the partnerships, 

program, and stakeholders and explains the manner in which participants were invited to 

participate. It includes a description of the researcher’s positionality and relationship to the study 

context. The fourth section details the data collection methods used to discover the stakeholders’ 

perspectives. The final section outlines the approaches used for data coding and analysis. 

Research Questions 

An established partnership between two anchor institutions — a small museum and its 

local K-12 school district — served as the basis of an instrumental case study designed to 

identify stakeholders’ reasons for establishing and sustaining a partnership to design and 

implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context. To accomplish this task, 

the study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What reasons do stakeholders identify for entering and exiting a partnership? 
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2. What reasons do stakeholders identify for continuing to actively participate in a 

partnership? 

3. What factors do stakeholders identify that shape the activities of a partnership? 

Research Design and Rationale 

A case study design was chosen for this study as it aligns with an inductive style of 

research that can focus on individual meaning (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) and allowed for in-

depth investigation of contemporary phenomenon in depth within its real-world context (Yin, 

2018). This case study collected data through semi-structured interviews with teachers and 

museum stakeholders, field notes, documents, and audiovisual digital materials, in order to 

explore one partnership and better understand the factors that motivate the establishment and 

continuation of partnerships, particularly in rural contexts. This study was designed to be 

respectful of, and responsive to, the unique aspects that supported a rural partnership that 

implemented place-conscious approach to education in one rural Montana community, in order 

to generate findings that could be adapted for other contexts and rural communities.  

The case in this study was defined by its conceptual nature (the reasons for engaging in 

and sustaining a place-conscious education partnership), its social size (the stakeholders), its 

geographic locale (one Montana community), and its temporal extent (the period of time during 

data collection) (Miles et al., 2020). Since community anchor institutions like museums, as well 

as schools, do not exist in isolation, using this non-experimental method built an understanding 

of complex and evolving relationships and processes between these stakeholders, their two 

institutions, and their community (IMLS, 2016). Furthermore, the construct of rurality is 

complex. Communities labeled as rural by federal classification codes have diverse identities 
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making it difficult to group all rural communities together in a singular study (Brown & Schafft, 

2019). Using a case study design allowed for a robust description of a partnership within the 

context of a rural community that would not have been possible with a quantitative or mixed 

methods approach.  

The Rural Context for this Study 

State of Montana 

Montana is uniquely positioned for an exploration of a partnership based on place-

conscious education between a rural community organization and its K-12 school district. As the 

nation’s fourth largest state in size, Montana is the third least populated state by density behind 

Alaska and Wyoming (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020b). There are only seven cities in Montana with 

over 10,000 residents, and only one of those, Billings, has a population greater than 100,000 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2020c). Based on data from the NCES, the U.S. Department of Education, 

and the U.S. Census Bureau, out of all states, Montana has the highest percentage of rural 

schools in the nation (74%) and the highest percentage of small rural school districts (94.7%). 

Nearly one in three Montana public school students (N=48,200) is enrolled in a rural school 

district (Showalter et al., 2019, p. 119) making rural students a significant portion of the 

Montana student population base.  

Case Selection 

With a focus on a partnership employing the principles of on place-conscious education, 

a case was selected where an established partnership existed between two rural community 
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anchor institutions — a local museum and its K-12 school district — in a rural community in 

Montana. As described by Compton-Lilly (2013): 

the power of instrumental case studies rests in not only the selection of generally 

compelling issues, but also in the ability of researchers to connect local actors and 

practices to general policies and the ways those policies act on people and influence 

communities. (p. 56) 

Carter County, Montana 

Located in the southeast corner of Montana, Carter County is the homeland of the Lakota 

(Sioux), Tsististas and So’taa’ee’o (Northern Cheyenne), Apsaalooke (Crow), Minnetaree 

(Hidatsa), Sahnish (Arikara), and Mandan Indigenous nations. Created in 1917, the county is 

mostly rolling prairies with a low population density, similar to other rural eastern Montana 

counties. Carter County covers 3,348 square miles and has a strong ranching industry with cow-

calf and sheep livestock operations accounting for 82 percent of the county’s agricultural 

income. The main dryland-farming crop is winter wheat. The county has limited active oil 

production, but pipelines within the county have strengthened the tax base in recent years. 

Described in a recent article by the Montana Free Press:  

As of 2020, the Montana Department of Revenue estimates the market value of 

Carter County’s class 9 utility property, which includes both pipelines and a small 

amount of electric company property, at $407 million — twice the combined value 

of the county’s homes, businesses, agricultural land and other taxable property. 

When that market value is translated to taxable value, pipelines represent more than 

90% of the county’s tax base (Dietrich, 2021). 

Also supporting the local economy are abundant outdoor recreation opportunities, including 

hunting and fishing, with nearly one third of the county consisting of federal land. In addition, 

Medicine Rocks State Park offers opportunities for camping, picnicking, hiking, and 

photography (National Resource Conservation Service [NRCS], 2003).  
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Based on 2020 data from the U.S. Census Bureau, Carter County has seen 11.8% growth 

in population from 2010 with 1,331 current residents. This makes Carter County the second 

fastest growing county in the state following the more populous Gallatin County, which is home 

to the city of Bozeman and the largest university in the state. Carter County is 95.2% white, 

compared to 88.0% of Montana’s population identifying as white. In Carter County, 4.0% of the 

population identifies as two or more races; 0.1% is Hispanic or Latino; 0.8% is American Indian 

and Alaska Native alone, compared to 6.3% statewide. Residents of Carter County with a high 

school education or higher (92.5%) are close to the state’s average (94.2%), although the 

percentage of persons with a bachelor’s degree or higher is lower (21.1%, compared to 33.1% 

statewide). An estimated 14.4% of the county’s residents are in poverty, compared to Montana’s 

state average of 12.8% and 12.8% nationwide (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020a, 2020c). 

Town of Ekalaka, Montana 

Ekalaka, home to 350 residents, is the county seat of Carter County and the only 

incorporated town in the county. Ekalaka is geographically isolated from major (and minor) 

metropolitan areas. Variables measured by state and federal programs with a focus on health care 

classify Ekalaka as frontier because of this geographic isolation as well as a lack of paved roads 

and travel inhibiting weather (National Rural Health Association, 2016). However, while other 

rural communities in this part of the state have lost grocery stores, libraries, medical facilities, 

schools, and county fairs, Ekalaka still has all these public facilities and thriving small 

businesses. The jobs and conveniences that come with this community vitality may be one of the 

factors that are encouraging young adults to return home (NRCS, 2020). 
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Researcher Positionality 

Qualitative researchers are typically involved in sustained experiences with participants 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). My role in data collection was largely as a nonparticipant; 

however, my experiences with this community have also influenced and shaped my 

interpretations. From 2008 – 2021, I worked as a museum educator with the most visited 

museum in the state of Montana and sister museum to Carter County Museum (CCM) in 

Ekalaka, Montana. In this role, I worked with scores of school systems, libraries, and community 

organizations in most of Montana’s 56 counties. I had the privilege collaborating with many 

teachers on museum programs that aligned with their educational goals and formed multiple 

partnerships between that museum and other community anchor institutions. Also, because of 

this role, I worked with the CCM supporting their creation of place-conscious curricula alongside 

the museum stakeholders and teachers in this study. Over the past several years, I have witnessed 

this partnership evolve, admiring the determination of stakeholders to support education in the 

local school and engage students in real-world projects that honor their place and their 

community. The relationships I developed with the CCM and local teachers were foundational to 

the development of this study, as well as the selection of the community of Ekalaka, Montana as 

the case (Miles et al., 2020). Additionally, I have spent time in classrooms as a formal teacher 

and informal educator. My experiences in formal education, outdoor education, and museum 

education along with my deep belief in the value of place-based education and community 

partnerships have informed this study and were the catalyst for this research. 

In my role as the researcher, my experience with these individuals, my understanding of 

their roles, and my time in this community guided my follow-up questions in the semi-structured 
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interviews and help me better understand each participants’ response. My experiences in various 

education settings and museum education supported me in building a rapport with the 

participants. However, my presence in this community could have also constrained data 

collection. Following the suggestions of Miles et al. (2020), to reduce the interlocking forms of 

bias, I made sure my intentions were clear for participants. I conducted interviews in a congenial 

social environment as requested, included participants from different points of view, shared my 

field notes with a colleague, and kept my research questions firmly in mind during the data 

collection process.  

Although I had previous experiences and relationships with this community, I was still a 

researcher from an outside community coming into this study with my own background and 

research trajectory. My intention was to ensure this examination of a relationship between a 

small museum and a rural school happened within and for this rural community. Putnam and 

Feldstein’s (Feldstein & Putnam, 2003; Putnam, 2000) descriptions of reciprocity, honesty, and 

trust as critical elements of community, echo the concepts of M. Anderson and Lonsdale (2014) 

with their three R’s for rural research including respect, responsibility, and reciprocity. 

Researchers working with rural communities can be more self-aware and conduct research that 

has a positive relationship with change by respecting others’ ways of knowing and thinking as 

valuable and treating them equally; responsibly conducting research that is transparent in its 

process and fair in its conclusions; and engaging in a high degree of connection with those in the 

research activities in reciprocity.  
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The Participants for the Study 

Carter County Museum  

The Carter County Museum (henceforth referred to as the Museum) is the oldest county 

museum in Montana, founded in 1936 by a group of amateur paleontologists and archaeologists 

and still operates as a branch of the county government. Dedicated to advancing the preservation, 

knowledge and appreciation of science, art, and history, especially of the surrounding region of 

southeastern Montana, the Museum has a deep commitment to supporting the community and 

local schools. Increased programs and seasonal events from the Museum have created a source 

of revenue for the region. An annual event, the Dinosaur Shindig, draws tourists from around the 

country with lodging booked as far away as the closest city, 115 miles away. The Museum has 

also developed classroom activities, teacher workshops, summer classes, and school outreach 

programs (NRCS, 2020).  

The Museum is one of 49 history museums and historical societies recognized by both 

the Institute of Museum and Library Services (2018b) and the Museums Association of Montana 

(2018) located in rural areas in Montana (as defined by the NCES geographic locale codes). 

Carter County Museum has one full-time year-round employee, three part-time year-round 

employees, and two seasonal staff. The Curator of Paleontology position is year-round but is not 

currently paid. With 20 volunteers, the Museum is supported by county funds as the Carter 

County Geological Society (CCGS).  

In recent years, the Museum has forged relationships to build its commitment to its 

community and its role within paleontology worldwide. CCM became a sister museum to the 

Museum of the Rockies at Montana State University in Bozeman, Montana in 2013, with the 
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goal of strengthening their relationship through the cooperation and promotion of exhibits, 

scientific research, and educational outreach. That same year, the Museum became a Non-

Department of Interior Repository for fossils from Bureau of Land Management lands, one of 

only two such institutions in the state. The Museum is a member of the Montana Dinosaur Trail 

and NASA affiliate. In 2018, the Museum added to their collaborative network by joining the 

Kumamoto-Montana Natural Science Museum Association, expanding their outreach globally 

and supporting their efforts in place-conscious education. The Museum achieves ambitious goals 

related to community development, economic growth, and education, which is rare for small 

museums located in rural contexts.  

Ekalaka Public Schools 

Ekalaka Public Schools is an educational entity comprised of two public school districts, 

Ekalaka Elementary District #15 and Carter County High School. While there are five schools in 

the county for students in kindergarten through eighth grades, Carter County High School is the 

county’s only school for students in ninth through twelfth grades. In the 2020-2021 school year, 

Ekalaka Public Schools had 142 students in grades K-12. Carter County High School had 44 

students, and Ekalaka Elementary District had 98 students. This is an eight percent increase in 

enrollment from the previous year. In 2020-2021, no students identified as American 

Indian/Alaska Native, Asian or Asian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, or Black or African American. 

School spending was estimated at $29,934 per pupil for the high school district and $25,651 per 

pupil in the elementary district. Carter County High School had 6.27 FTE general and special 

education teachers and a total of 14.72 FTE staff in the 2019-2020 school year, while the 
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Elementary district had 10.23 FTE and a total of 19.43 FTE staff. The superintendent is also the 

principal for all grades for both Carter County High School and Ekalaka Elementary District.  

Ekalaka Public Schools boasts extracurricular activities including drama, sports, band, 

and choir. Their buildings include two full-sized gyms, and an indoor walking and running track, 

and indoor exercise facilities with the elementary school building new as of five years ago. The 

district has a Chromebook program which provides a free Chromebook to all students in second 

through twelfth grades and an iPad for kindergarten and first grade students (Ekalaka Public 

Schools, 2021). 

Partnership between Carter County Museum and Ekalaka Public Schools 

 Carter County Museum was originally located in the basement of Carter County High 

School, beginning an enduring partnership between these two institutions. The Museum’s second 

director, who served as the Museum’s leader from 1946-2006, was also the county’s high school 

science teacher. Historically, other high school teachers including the journalism teacher, 

incorporated the Museum into their curriculum. Today, current partnership activities include 

formal curriculum units, student field trips to the museum, museum visits to the school, and a 

formal Teacher Advisory Council for the Museum that informs partnership activities.  

Invitation of Participants  

Within the case study, participants were limited to those with direct connections to the 

partnership, including teachers and museum stakeholders (including paid staff and volunteers). 

Students, parents, and general community members were not invited to participate as this study 

was designed to focus on the stakeholders directly involved in, and contributing to, the 

partnership. While other groups may benefit from the partnership, their lack of involvement in 
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the development and continuation of these partnership activities disqualified them from the 

study’s participants.  

Constructs 

The study’s research questions were designed to assess three specific constructs which 

had been derived from a thorough review of the literature. These constructs were used to guide 

the development of the interview protocol and data analysis to determine the factors that 

contributed to establishing and sustaining partnerships through 1) reasons for participation in a 

partnership; 2) factors that shaped partnership activities; and 3) the role of place in influencing 

participation.  

Motivating Reasons for Partnership Participation 

Educational researchers describe the overall construct of motivation as “what gets people 

going, keeps them going, and helps them finish tasks” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 104) or the “process of 

instigating and sustaining goal-directed behavior” (Schunk, 2019, p. 413). For this study, reasons 

were defined as those motives which energize, shape, and sustain goal-directed behavior (Liu et 

al., 2016). As described by Graham and Weiner (2012), this definition is echoed by motivational 

psychologists who examine: 

what the individual is doing, or the choice of behavior; how long it takes before an 

individual initiates the activity, or the latency of behavior; how hard the person 

actually works at the activity, or the intensity of behavior; how long the individual 

remains at the activity, or the persistence of behavior; and what the individual is 

thinking and feeling during or after the activity, or the cognitions and emotional 

reactions that accompany or follow the behavior (p. 367). 
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For this study, partnership reasons described why stakeholders enter, continue in, or exit out of 

the relationship. This study considered the motivating reasons (why someone actually does 

something) (Alvarez, 2016).  

Factors that Shape Partnership Activities  

Previous studies involving museums suggests that partnerships can be constrained by 

various factors that slow progress or limit partnership activities (e.g., Casto, 2016; Chesebrough, 

1998a, 1998b; Connealy, 2018; Geary, 2018) or promoted by factors that encourage more 

activities and stronger relationships (e.g., American Alliance of Museums, 2014; Bauch, 2001; 

Born, 2006; Connealy, 2018). From this previous research, the list of factors that influence 

participation in partnerships is lengthy and diverse. Therefore, in this study, participants were 

asked to identify factors that shaped their partnership activities. This included any of these 

factors identified in previous research, as well as any new influences identified by participants. 

The Role of Place in Influencing Partnership Participation 

To understand the role of place in stakeholders’ motivating reasons for partnership-based 

place-conscious education, data were collected to better understand participants’ perspectives 

regarding their sense of place. In this study, place described both the geographic locale of a 

space, as well as the socially constructed meaning of spaces and participants’ connections to 

them. Stakeholders were asked to describe the place they live and work, including how they feel 

about their place. After describing partnership activities, participants in this study were also 

asked how the partnership and any of the activities or curricula relates to their place. Responses 

to these interview questions provided insight into how stakeholders’ understanding of their place 

influenced their participation in partnership activities.  
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Data Sources and Data Collection Procedures 

This instrumental case study collected data (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) through semi-

structured interviews, field notes, organizational and public documents, and audiovisual digital 

materials. All data sources provided qualitative data for each of the three research questions. 

Data were collected over several weeks within the rural community of focus. Five general steps 

guided the timing of this data collection process.  

Semi-structured interview questions were piloted with two teachers and one museum 

staff member from another rural community in eastern Montana after receiving participant 

consent (see Appendices A & B). These individuals were not study participants. The goal of the 

pilot was to ensure that questions were clear, and responses reflected the constructs the study 

aimed to investigate. The findings from the pilot study indicated a need to refine the interview 

questions in three areas. First, responses from the pilot exposed a need to clarify how participants 

individually define and use terms such as place, rural, community, and partnership. Pilot 

participants used these terms differently than each other and this study’s definitions. Clarifying 

how participants used these terms at the beginning of the interview allowed for the rest of the 

questions to be framed in the participant’s language. Second, pilot interview participants noted 

the self-reflective nature of the questions. Some questions were challenging for the participants 

to answer directly (i.e., “Have you experienced any barriers?”). As a result, more questions were 

built into the final interview protocol to allow participants to describe their partnership activities 

before asking for self-reflection. Additionally, questions asking about place-conscious education 

without clear context were difficult for the participants to respond to. Therefore, the term place-
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conscious education was removed from the final interview protocol and replaced with 

descriptions of the concept instead. 

As the second step in the data collection process, while visiting in person in October 

2021, I met with the Carter County Geological Society (CCGS) Board of Directors to ask 

permission to conduct the study. Upon receiving approval from the Montana State University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the CCGS Board, data collection began during these 

meetings using field notes.  

Third, semi-structured interviews were individually scheduled and took place in-person 

within the community in November and December 2021. Fourth, but also simultaneously, study 

participants identified relevant documents and audiovisual digital materials for the study. These 

were collected from the museum’s archive and public sources. This data collection followed 

simultaneous procedures with analyses occurring throughout the multiple days of interviews and 

document collection (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This process, specific to qualitative research, 

allowed emerging themes to be identified during the course of data collection. As a result, a final 

data collection stage included member checking with participants to test emerging themes in 

March 2022. This data collection process within the rural community of focus produced a large 

amount of data, typical of qualitative studies (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Data were gathered using semi-structured interviews with adults who have participated in 

the development of the place-conscious curriculum including teachers, as well as museum staff 

and volunteers. These interviews were semi-structured with prepared questions related to the 

research questions, yet with the flexibility to explore new questions and topics as they arose 
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(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Also called a semi-structured life world interview, the purpose of 

this data collection method was to “understand themes of the lived daily world from the subjects’ 

own perspectives” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 27). Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) provided 

twelve key recommendations that were used to guide the development of the semi-structured 

interview:  

1. The topic of interviews is the interviewee’s lived everyday world. 

2. The interview seeks to understand the meaning of central themes of the subjects’ 

lived world. 

3. The qualitative interview seeks knowledge as expressed in normal language; it does 

not aim at quantification. 

4. The interviewer encourages the subjects to describe as precisely as possible what they 

experience and feel and how they act. 

5. Descriptions of specific situations and actions are produced, not general opinions. 

6. The interviewer exhibits openness to new and unexpected phenomena, rather than 

having readymade categories and schemes of interpretation. 

7. The interview is focused on particular themes; it is neither strictly structured with 

standard questions, nor entirely “nondirective.” 

8. The interviewee’s answers are sometimes ambiguous and may be the result of faulty 

communication in the interview or an adequate reflection of objective contradictions 

in the world in which they live.  
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9. During an interview, participants can change their descriptions of and attitudes 

towards a theme. An interview may be a learning process for the interviewee as well 

as the interviewer. 

10. Due to varying levels of sensitivity toward, and knowledge about, the topic of 

interview, different interviewers may produce different statements on the same theme. 

11. Knowledge is constructed in the interaction between two people. With another 

interviewer, a different interaction may be created, and a different knowledge 

produced. 

12. A well-conducted research interview is a positive experience for the interviewee, who 

may obtain new insights into their life through the process. 

Each interview question was specifically crafted to align with one of the study’s research 

questions. All three research questions were investigated through several interview questions to 

build more robust data as a result of asking about a topic from several different angles 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). After documenting participant consent (Appendix A), these 

interviews followed a standard protocol (Appendix C) to gain a clear understanding of each 

individual participant’s motivating reasons for engaging in and continuing to be involved the 

partnership, their perceptions of factors that shape this specific partnership, and the role of place 

in partnership motivating reasons. This structured interview protocol included defining key terms 

for participants (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  

Table 1 outlines the relationship between the study’s research questions and the final 

interview questions using a Table of Specifications. 
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Research Question Corresponding Interview Questions 

Establishing rapport and 

common terminology 

1. So, when we talk about “this place”, or “the place you live,” 

…. What does that mean to you?  

2. The community of Ekalaka is described by some as rural. 

When we talk about “rural,” what does that mean to you?   

3. When we use the word “community,” what does that mean to 

you? 

4. How would you describe the relationship between the 

museum and the school? 

5. Relationships, like the one between the school and the 

museum here, are sometimes called partnerships. What does 

the word partnership mean to you? How would you describe 

a partnership? 

6. Would you describe the relationship between the school and 

museum as a partnership, or is it something else? 

7. Can you tell me more about the types of activities you have 

done together? 

 

1. What reasons do 

stakeholders identify for 

entering and exiting a 

partnership? 

8. How did you get involved in working with the 

school/museum?  

9. How did you first hear about the work between the museum 

and the school? 

10. Why did you decide to get involved?  

 

 

2. What reasons do 

stakeholders identify for 

continuing to actively 

participate in a 

partnership? 

 

14. What do you like about working with the school/museum? 

15. What are the reasons why you personally stay engaged in 

this [partnership]? 

19. What do you think are the benefits of this [partnership]? 

 

Table 1. Table of specifications for interview questions. 
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3. What factors do 

stakeholders identify 

that shape the activities 

of a partnership? 

11. Would you describe the [partnership] between the school 

and museum successful? Why or why not? 

12. What’s your understanding of how and why this 

[partnership] was started? 

13. How would you describe what the school or museum have 

to offer to a new staff member or new community member? 

16. What do you (or others) do to maintain a [partnership] 

between the people you work with in the museum or 

school? 

17. How do new projects start? Who initiates them? 

18. Do the museum and school have set roles in this 

[partnership]? Are there things that the school and the 

museum are usually responsible for? 

20. Have you experienced any barriers or obstacles in this 

[partnership]? 

21. What are some of the reasons that would encourage other 

teachers/museums to participate in a [partnership]? 

22. What might be some of the challenges other 

teachers/museums would encounter in a [partnership]? 

23. Do the school or museum work with any other businesses, 

programs, or people in town? If so, can you tell me more 

about those [partnerships]? 

24. From your perspective, how does this [partnership] between 

the museum and the school relate to place? 

25. From your perspective, how does this [partnership] between 

the museum and the school relate to community? 

26. Do any of the [partnership] activities use the local 

community and environment to support students learning 

about the ways we interact with and come to know our 

world? 

27. How do the [partnership] activities relate to regional, 

national, and even international concepts, ideas, and 

knowledge? 

 

Table 1 Continued. Table of specifications for interview questions. 

During the interview, clarifying questions helped illuminate the ideas and views of each 

participant through the use of: (1) follow-up questions, (2) probing questions, (3) specifying 

questions, (4) direct questions, (5) indirect questions, (6) structuring questions, (7) silence, and 

(8) interpreting questions (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). These second questions were based on 



87 

listening to what was said and how it was said with a sensitivity toward the social relationship of 

the interview and knowledge of the interview topic (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). This semi-

structured interview format allowed for the flexibility to explore topics within the research 

agenda where additional insight was needed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). By carefully listening to 

what the participants shared and asking appropriate second questions, these interviews produced 

substantive information about motivating reasons for engaging and sustaining partnerships.  

Identified stakeholders were formally invited to participate in this study through a 

personal email or in-person invitation. When they consented, individual interviews were 

scheduled in-person in Ekalaka. Participants received a verbal reminder or confirmation email 

two to three days prior to their scheduled interview, which included expectations for COVID-19 

protocols. This reminder included a general overview of the research and interview topics but did 

not include interview questions. These semi-structured interviews were conducted one-on-one. 

Interview lengths varied from 34 minutes to 3 hours, 52 minutes. Three interview participants 

had two separate sessions as a result of the length of their interview. Additionally, one 

participant requested to be interviewed over the course of a day with the interview taking place 

in four segments all in different locations.  

Interviews were digitally recorded with permission from the individual participants. 

Initial transcriptions were created using NVIVO transcription service, linking audio files to the 

written texts. These initial transcriptions were carefully edited for accuracy. Pauses were noted 

along with emphases in intonation and emotional expressions like laughter and sighing included 

as well. Participants were asked to review their transcripts for trustworthiness. Minor corrections 

included typos and misspelling of landmark names. One transcription had text removed to 
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protect confidential information about land ownership. All recordings, transcriptions, and data 

were kept confidential and stored in a secure space. Names were masked in the transcription 

stage to conceal the identity all participants (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). 

 During the interviews, notes were taken while recording (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). 

Given that “transcription is an interpretive process, where the differences between oral speech 

and written texts give rise to a series of practical and principal issues” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015, p. 203), efforts were made to note body language such as posture and gestures, the tone of 

the voice, the intonations, and the breathing of the participant in interview notes. Notes also 

included ideas for follow up questions.  

Field Notes  

 Throughout the data collection, field notes were used to record behaviors, events, 

informal conversations, and observations of the case (Yin, 2018). Field notes were first recorded 

as jottings, using a few words or phrases to jog the researcher’s memory later. These were later 

translated to field notes, with detailed descriptions of each observation (Savin-Baden & Major, 

2013). This was usually completed the end of each day, using word processing software to be 

included in the data analysis process using the NVIVO software.  

Documents 

 Organizational and public documents, electronically stored, were collected including 

items that related directly to the partnership specifically identified by the participants in the study 

(historical documents, meeting notes, etc.). All documents were uploaded into the NVIVO 

qualitative analysis computer software program for inclusion in the data analysis process. 
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Audiovisual Digital Materials 

Participants in this study also identified three short videos and one radio segment as 

significant data to be included in this study. These videos and audio recording were downloaded, 

and initial transcriptions were created using NVIVO transcription service. These initial 

transcriptions were edited for accuracy, with the transcriptions of these audiovisual digital 

materials included in the data analysis process.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 As with qualitative research in general, data collection and analysis occurred 

simultaneously. As interviews were conducted, reading the notes and memos that captured 

“reflections, themes, hunches, ideas, and things to pursue” guided the next interview (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015, p. 196). In this study, once data collection was complete, a standard qualitative 

analysis guided the process (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Maxwell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015; Miles et al., 2020). Miles et al. (2020) describe this approach as three concurrent flows of 

activity: data condensation, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. 

Data Condensation 

Data condensation included the process of “selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, 

and/or transforming the data” of the full body of materials (Miles et al., 2020, p. 8). In the first 

stage of the data analysis, all data were imported into a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data 

Analysis Software (CAQDAS), NVIVO. Each participant’s complete responses were read 

multiple times to reflect on the overall meaning of the data. Guiding questions suggested by 

Creswell and Creswell (2017) supported this process, including questions like, “What general 
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ideas are participants saying? What is the tone of the ideas? What is the impression of the overall 

depth, credibility, and use of the information?” (p.193). Analytic memos were taken to support 

analysis during this initial reading of transcriptions. 

After multiple readings, interview transcriptions were segmented into distinct analytical 

units that could be meaningfully coded. Topical chains were chosen as the unit of analysis for 

this interview data. This allowed multiple sentences or sentence fragments to be understood as 

part of a whole unit of analysis. Topical chains are held together using personal and 

demonstrative pronouns, expressions like “such or one,” and ellipses and repetition. These chains 

are often segmented by phrases like “OK, well” in conversation. Using topical chains as a unit of 

analysis allowed for a focus on complex concepts and connected segments across speaker 

changes. For this study, other ways of segmenting data including t-units (the smallest group of 

words which can make a move in language), clauses (smallest unit of language that can make a 

claim), and verbals (unit of language which conveys action, emotion, or existence), were too 

small of units for the phenomenon of interest and could have led to more disagreement in coding 

decisions. Segmenting by interview responses was also rejected as a segmenting technique as 

interview participants often used one question as a springboard to talk about a wide array of 

topics. Therefore, these topical chain segments served as the unit of analysis for the coding 

process that followed (Geisler & Swarts, 2019). 

Once all interview transcriptions were segmented, margin notes were used to form a 

preliminary set of codes to identify detect patterns and initially summarize the segments of data. 

During this process, multiple readings of complete interview responses focused on identifying 

key points, common aspects, and unique or divergent statements using margin notes (Creswell, 
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2013). Coding in this stage used descriptive codes (summarizing data in a word or short phrase), 

and concept coding (a word or short phrase that symbolically represents the “bigger picture”) 

(Miles et al., 2020). Working definitions were created for each preliminary code. A sample of 

partial transcripts were shared with a colleague. To verify accuracy, they were asked to assign a 

preliminary code to each analytical segment using the preliminary definitions. The comparison 

of coding attempts and resulting discussion led to refinements including additional codes, 

consolidation of overlapping codes, and modifications of code names and vocabulary.  

Initial open codes were then organized by bracketing common and distinct features into 

categories (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Miles et al., 2020). In this second cycle, axial codes were 

used as inferential or explanatory categories that identified the “big picture,” condensing the 

codes into meaningful units (Miles et al., 2020). Example quotations from interview 

transcriptions were provided alongside each refined definition for each code and each category.  

From this analysis, initial interpretations were shared with participants using a member 

checking process to solicit feedback (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Maxwell, 2012; Miles et al., 

2020). At the request of the Museum, a Research Project Follow-Up handout (Appendix D) was 

shared at the Executive Meeting of the Carter County Geological Society on March 3, 2022. 

Seven of the nine participants were present, along with two additional museum stakeholders. For 

the remaining study participants, this handout was shared in a one-on-one conversation two days 

later with one individual. The final participant was contacted via email but did not reply to the 

request for a follow-up conversation. Stakeholders’ feedback was recorded using jottings and 

detailed meeting notes taken and transcribed by one of the study’s participants. Participants of 

this study agreed that the information presented in the handout appropriately and accurately 
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distilled the ideas and themes they wanted to share. This member checking process also led to a 

refinement of some of the codes and categories to better represent the data. The same colleague 

asked during the initial coding phase was assigned a new sample of the segmented data using 

these modified codes. These final discrepancies in coding solidified the definitions and codes for 

their final format (Appendix E).  

Data Display 

 Simultaneous to the Data Condensation, as part of the analysis process, the creation and 

use of two displays helped assemble the data into an accessible, organized form. A meta-matrix 

was used to compare participants’ responses to interview questions including key elements of the 

study’s main concepts – place, rurality, partnerships, and community. To protect confidentiality, 

this meta-matrix was not included in these chapters. Codes representing participants’ responses 

were entered into cells, which revealed patterns among responses. A second graphic display was 

developed to illustrate and understand the relationship between the three interrelated reasons for 

stakeholders’ reasons for continuing to participate in a partnership. The process of developing 

this graphic served as a part of the analysis process, with creative thinking leading to 

“imaginative data condensation and analysis” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 110). A draft of this graphic 

was presented as part of the member checking process. As a result of input from the participants 

in this study and the refinement of axial codes, modifications were made to produce a final 

graphic data display (see Chapter 5, Figure 3 for further explanation).  

Generating and Verifying Findings 

Creswell and Creswell (2017) suggest several procedures to interpret qualitative data and 

generate research findings including summarizing the overall findings, comparing the findings to 
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the literature, discussing a personal view of the findings, and stating limitations and future 

research. Miles et al. (2020) describe “tactics for generating meaning,” including noting patterns 

and themes, clustering, counting, making contrasts and comparisons, and subsuming particulars 

into the general; all these approaches were used in this study. To verify or confirm findings, 

Miles et al. (2020) also describe “tactics for testing or confirming.” In this study, checking for 

representativeness, checking for researcher effects and triangulation were all used to confirm 

findings. Additionally, through a process of member checking, study participants reviewed initial 

findings and provided feedback about the conclusions (Miles et al., 2020; Savin-Baden & Major, 

2013).  

Study Reliability and Validity 

Reliability of the Study  

To increase the dependability of the findings, the study used clear research questions 

aligned with an appropriate theoretical framework and research design. The researcher’s 

positionality statement included in the study provides a reflection on my personal past 

experiences with the participants and setting and the influence that may have on interpretations 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Miles et al., 2020). 

Validity of the Study 

Credibility or Internal Validity. To ensure responsibility and credible findings, this study 

included context rich descriptions as part of the data analysis. Interview protocols included 

questions about each construct asked in different ways to compare answers from each participant 

for consistency. Triangulation using documents and audiovisual digital materials were also used 



94 

to examine if the multiple data sources supported the study’s findings. (Creswell & Creswell, 

2017; Miles et al., 2020).  

Transferability or External Validity. While the generalizability of case studies in 

particular has been an intensely debated issue, considering transferability in a research design 

can help construct quality conclusions (Miles et al., 2020). The selection of the case, including 

participants, settings, and processes were fully described, while still ensuring confidentiality. 

Additionally, to understand how the findings from this study could relate to other rural Montana 

communities, the results and discussion of this study included descriptions of how this 

community defined their rurality. 

Chapter Summary 

This instrumental case study was designed to identify reasons why stakeholders 

established and continued a partnership between a small museum and its K-12 school district in a 

rural context as they implemented a place-conscious approach to education. The case in this 

study was defined by its conceptual nature (the factors that influence stakeholders in engaging in 

and sustaining a place-conscious education partnership), its social size (the stakeholders), its 

geographic locale (one Montana community), and its temporal extent (the period of time during 

data collection) (Miles et al., 2020). Typical of qualitative studies, the data collection and 

analysis occurred concurrently, resulting in a deeply descriptive concluding conveying a holistic 

understanding of the case (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Using semi-structured interviews, field 

notes, and documents, and audiovisual digital materials, this instrumental case study used one 

partnership to better understand the factors that motivate the establishment and continuation of a 

partnership in a rural context.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

In a world where there is an urgent need for collective action to solve critical local and 

global issues, this study responded to this call to action by exploring how partnerships between 

community anchor institutions are created and sustained over time. This study set out to examine 

the motivating reasons why stakeholders from two community anchor institutions — a small 

museum and its local K-12 school district — established and sustained a partnership to design 

and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context.  

To accomplish this task, the study was guided by the following research questions:  

1. What reasons do stakeholders identify for entering and exiting a partnership? 

2. What reasons do stakeholders identify for continuing to actively participate in a 

partnership? 

3. What factors do stakeholders identify that shape the activities of a partnership? 

This investigation used an instrumental case study design featuring the community of 

Ekalaka, Montana. Data were collected in November and December 2021 using semi-structured 

interviews and field notes. Archived documents and recent audiovisual digital materials that 

participants identified were analyzed and provided insight to stakeholders’ reasons for the 

establishment and continuation of the partnership.  

Interview transcriptions, field notes, and audiovisual digital materials were segmented 

into distinct units and coded using the qualitative analysis software, NVIVO. Coded data were 
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organized into categories that accurately represented the complexity of the data and best answer 

the study’s research questions. These categories or themes are described here in narrative form, 

using quotations from interview transcriptions, documents, and audiovisual digital materials, as 

well as descriptions field notes to further clarify this complex and interconnected data. To protect 

the participant’s confidentiality, names have been removed from all quotations. As needed for 

context, identifiers are limited to “museum stakeholder” or “teacher.”  

 Participants in this study shared robust historical context for the partnership between 

Ekalaka Public Schools and the Carter County Museum, as well as key stories that described the 

community and community members. Interview questions were often answered by first sharing 

this contextual information, before directly answering each question. This important context set 

the tone for each interview, as all participants shared personal and community stories. To honor 

this rich community history and with an understanding of research as conversation (Howley & 

Howley, 2014), these important contextual stories are included in this analysis.  

Participants’ Views of Context 

As part of the interview protocol, all participants were asked to define the terms “rural” 

and “place.” Their responses often naturally flowed from one term into another and provided the 

context for the questions that followed on partnerships and place-conscious education. Many of 

the study’s participants also shared how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted them, their partners, 

and the whole community. Understanding how participants in this study use these words was 

critical to providing the appropriate context for their answers throughout the rest of the 

interview. 
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Defining and Describing Rural 

 When asked to define rural, stakeholders used quantitative descriptions around the 

geographic locale of Ekalaka and the population size, as well as descriptions reflecting the 

socially constructed elements of rural identities. Participants used both descriptions to define 

Ekalaka’s rurality in particular, and what defines rural communities more generally. 

 Rural as a Socio-Geographic Locality. Study participants frequently defined rural using 

two demographic characteristics — population density and geographic locality (i.e., access to 

amenities and distance to populated areas) — or as one stakeholder described rural using both of 

these characteristics as “not very many people in a long ways [sic] away from populated areas.” 

 Population density was described quantitatively by stakeholders, both by citing the 

current population of Ekalaka and also by comparing Ekalaka to other towns. One stakeholder’s 

description of rural was based solely on population: “Ekalaka is very rural. I guess probably 300 

or 400 or less, in the town size-wise, I would say.” Another participant expanded this description 

of population density to the county level, also adding the impact demographic characteristics 

have on relationships: 

And it's a small community — [the] town [is] about five hundred, [the] county is 

bigger than Rhode Island and has about 1200 people in it. So, you have to appreciate 

that just because you know people, you don't always like them, but you do know 

them. 

Some descriptions of population density were also tied to school size. Three of the four 

teachers used the term rural in the context of describing the school before being asked to define it 

with the interview protocol and Carter County’s Class C school status was shared by five of the 

interview participants. The Montana High School Association (MHSA) organizes the state’s high 

schools by enrollment size with four classifications, AA, A, B, and C. Fifteen of Montana’s high 
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schools are considered Class AA schools with an enrollment over 779; the 23 Class A schools 

enroll 307 to 778 students; the 40 Class B schools enroll 108 to 306 students; and the majority of 

Montana’s high schools (N=103) have an enrollment of 107 or fewer students, classified as Class 

C (Montana High School Association, 2022). The Office of Public Instruction uses a different 

classification system, which uses the population of the elementary school district to determine 

their classifications of First Class (population of 6,500 or more); Second Class (population of 

1,000-6,499); and Third Class (populations less than 1,000) (Montana Office of Public 

Instruction [OPI], 2017). In 2021, Carter County was a Third Class District (Montana OPI, 

2021). Because of the public support and media coverage of student athletics, the MHSA 

classifications are widely used to define rural schools with Class C athletics often providing a 

sense of identity for rural communities. 

One teacher further described rural by comparing their school to other Class C schools, 

which can have multiple classrooms per grade. They shared, “a school that has one classroom for 

each grade level would be more rural to me.” However, another stakeholder argued that all Class 

C schools share unique rural characteristic:  

I guess at the end of the day, though, still you know that — It's a different flavor of 

Class C, but they still — you know all the students in your class –— you have to 

deal with all the students in your class. That's maybe another aspect that's a little 

different [about rural]. 

Distance to amenities, such as fast food, household goods, and large retail establishments 

(i.e., big-box stores), were commonly used to quantify geographic locality. With many of the 

descriptions, these two demographic characteristics — population and distance to amenities were 

intertwined. One stakeholder described:  

There's not a whole lot of people here. Um, yeah. For me, rural means, well, 

whether or not you have a McDonald's, I guess. I feel like [that] is a good metric 
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on my end. There's [sic] definitely variations of rural. But, for me, it's sort of like, 

is it a Class C school? 

In suggesting a comparison between Ekalaka and another Class C school, this stakeholder 

continues with this description: “Yes, they're big and pretty close to a McDonald's.” Another 

stakeholder expanded on defining rural in part by distance to amenities: 

To me, when people start describing [rural], then, you're able to facilitate your life 

without having to go to Wal-Mart. You don't have McDonald's, Taco John's. We're 

two hours away from a fast-food place… Just make things yourself or you do 

something else. 

Because of this geographical distance to large retail businesses, or amenities, stakeholders 

described their self-reliance, or their need to depend on themselves for their basic needs. This 

individual later continued: 

When you're only big enough to — you're not big enough to have a full-blown 

hospital. You compete with regional centers or the Main Street business, the — 

well, for — So the new grocery store in Ekalaka. It's 40 miles to Baker, 120 miles 

to Miles City, 150 miles to Dickinson, 180 miles to Rapid City. So those are doable, 

but at the same time, on a day-to-day basis, it's a pain to try to figure that you would 

have to go get groceries and perishables that are probably going to last a week. 

This same stakeholder then explained the challenges in describing this geographic 

isolation to potential newcomers, including new teachers. A teacher in this study shared this 

reflection as well: “You might have gotten used to shopping online over the pandemic. And so 

many of those goods and services come right to your door. But you're 120 miles from the nearest 

McDonald's. That’s rural.” One stakeholder connected this distance to amenities with geographic 

isolation: 

A rural community, which generally comes with it — when a, when a tourist comes 

in and says, "Wow, you really are in the middle of nowhere!" That's one of the 

"Yep, I'm rural" checkpoints. “Or it's like, "Do you have a gas station?" Checkpoint. 

Amenities, general amenities? Yeah. Perception of isolation. 
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Lastly, one teacher had experiences with the operationalized definitions of rural. While this 

stakeholder did not directly argue against the use of quantitative definitions, they noted a 

difference between definitions that use rural classifications in schools and the local voting 

district:  

I've served on several boards who insist on defining rural by a number, by an actual 

population. And I think — I served on a hospital board at one time where "frontier" 

is actually classified as an official category, I think for critical access hospitals. 

That's not what schools do. I know because I've written grants where there's 

nowhere to check the box for frontier. So, I know it's not a thing. You know, I — 

As far as population goes, I don't know what, I don't necessarily know what rural 

means. Clearly, our town itself is rural. Rural Ekalaka is actually defined in a voting 

district. 

Out of the nine participants in this study, all but one person, a museum stakeholder, described 

rural by population density. This lone participant also did not use geographic locality (i.e., access 

to amenities and distance to populated areas) along with three of the four teachers. For these 

individuals, descriptions of rural focused more on socially constructed identities. 

Rural as a Social Construct. While most stakeholders also defined rural based on 

geographic localities, all participants in this study rurality through a combination of socially 

constructed factors. Stakeholders described their rurality based on their lifestyles and how they 

make their living, their relationships, and their values. This “agricultural lifestyle,” as one 

stakeholder described it, was described by six of the nine participants in this study. One 

individual explained: “Here in Ekalaka, almost all of the people are involved — that outside of 

the city, city in quotes — are probably involved in some type of production agriculture, primarily 

beef cattle.” The way that many people make their living and how stakeholders describe their 

lifestyle were intertwined in their descriptions. One participant explained: 
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When I think of rural, I think of Class C size towns and the ranchers and farmers 

that surround them. You know? People who still primarily — areas that have 

agriculture as the way of life, I guess, would be more what I think of as rural. 

Another participant in this study compared Ekalaka to Midwestern agriculture.  

People are making a living off the land. That's the way I put it. I'd argue that [in the 

Midwest], rural is farmland. And rural out here is a different kind of rural. While 

you’re still making living off the land, there's a much higher respect of land and it's 

so much more in its natural splendor that way. 

While many stakeholders referenced the demographic characteristic of population 

density, these quantitative representations of rurality were further described with the human 

experience of smaller sized areas, including the relationships that are fostered as a result. One 

stakeholder articulated how smaller populations impact daily life in this way: 

How many people can you (upset) before you can't pick up your mail? You know? 

I mean that I think defines rural more than anything else is how few, how few 

people are running the internal infrastructure of it. That sort of sets a pace for things. 

Not that the closed-off-ness is exclusive to rural areas, but that feeds into it, where 

you just kind of keep your opinions to yourself unless you really want to cause a 

ruckus.” 

These relationships can also be amplified by the multi-generational presence that was also used 

to describe community. One stakeholder defined rurality as: 

And where everyone knows everyone. Even when you have these long standing 

family issues, you still have to get along in some ways because you just can't exist 

in the same place and like not help this person dig themselves out of the snow. You 

might not say a word to them while you're doing it because your family doesn't like 

their family or whatever. But I think that's a really fun thing about rural areas is you 

can't escape from people. And so, the ownership is much more and responsibility 

is much more tied to that. 

This duality of the benefits and challenges of long family histories was shared by others. One 

stakeholder described the challenges of growing up with a known family name in a rural 

community. Later in the conversation, they went on to share the reasons why they decided to live 

in a rural community: 
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Being from a rural area, I wanted to be where you know the people — where your 

(people) would be, people you knew, and people you could grow with. So that, you 

know, you get to know their children and you know their histories. So, it's not like 

every (person) who walks in is a brand-new person who you don't have any 

connection to, you know, and you kind of get numb. I kind of like being in a place 

where you do feel like you're making a difference and you can see the people 

change, too. And age with them. So. That's kind of what I meant. I wanted to be 

rural where you— it was small enough where you knew people and you could see 

the same (people) again and again. 

Another participant who has lived in urban areas described how these family relationships may 

be uniquely rural: 

Unfortunately, like familial stories, familial names, those things don't mean 

anything out in urban areas, you know? like you say you're a (family name). 

Everyone knows who you are out here. Everyone's got an idea of who you are… 

Whereas names don't carry that kind of weight anywhere else, at least in my 

experience. 

While population density is often described by quantitative data, these descriptions bring to light 

the importance of narrative descriptions when communicating concepts of rurality. 

 As one last description, one stakeholder described rural as a combination of geographic 

locale and lifestyle like the other participants in the study, but also added the concept of place. 

They shared, “It's always, to me, been a word that's really located with the land. So, you can have 

rural prairie but also rural woods. Rural, like the mountain towns that are really out there.” Later 

in the conversation, they added, “(They're) from the western side of Montana. (Town name.) So 

even though it's also a rural community, it's a whole different ballgame.”  

 Throughout these interviews and conversations, when rural was used naturally, the word 

was surrounded by a robust description to clarify its definition. While stakeholders used 

quantitative, operational definitions of rural, they also added socially constructed understandings 

of themselves and their communities.  
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Defining and Describing Place 

Throughout this study’s interviews, the construct of place was often woven into 

stakeholders’ descriptions of community and rurality. The participants in this study 

conceptualized place by describing both physical characteristics as well as the historical and 

personal human connections to the land. One stakeholder’s reflection describes this 

interconnected nature of place: 

For me, it's a place that the landscape and geography kind of defines itself. I know 

it's sort of a — it's maybe more of my geology background. But defining a place — 

like this place here, I feel like is defined by the rocks around it. And that kind of — 

I mean, it definitely creates the identity of the people from that area too, I guess. 

Right? So, when I say I am from Ekalaka, I know if someone's been through 

Ekalaka or they say, "Oh, Medicine Rocks, right?" So, their connotation of me 

already — "OK. Well, you grew up in — I've been there. There's a lot of wide-open 

space.” … And there's definitely a people component to that, too. But I don't know. 

People come and go…. there's always going to be — because of the place — an 

agricultural cultural aspect to it. That's going to, you know, for the next 50 years, 

there's still going to be that identity. And that's because of the place. This place does 

not have oil. Our identity isn't oil… And so, in some ways, this place is sort of 

defined by the lack of energy development… But yes, for me, it's a, it's a really, it's 

a fairly landscape defined place, like what place is. 

Others shared their personal connections with the land in describing place as well, including two 

specific landmarks: Medicine Rocks State Park and “C” Hill. 

I sang Edelweiss from The Sound of Music. And I was like, you know, that “C” 

Hill — which is the hill, they come into town with — it's just my own little 

Edelweiss where I could just be so happy to come back to. [Places their hand over 

their heart.] And so. That's what I think of the place. That's where I am. 

Another stakeholder further describes the place first through physical characters, then its 

embodiment of histories, lived experiences, their memories, and their personal connection. 

I think of landmarks. So, “C” Hill is very rectangular, it's on [the museum’s] logo. 

And then the rims where you can see Devil's Tower from the top of them. That's 

cool. And Capitol Rock, which looks like the White House is also in Ekalaka. So I 

think of landmarks, Medicine Rocks State Park, of course. And then of the history 

that is attached to the place. And not just the people history, but the prehistory. Like 
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to then — to be standing somewhere that has forest, badlands and prairie and think, 

"Oh, this actually used to have beachfront property 70 million years ago." That's 

sweet. Or, "this was covered by a glacier thousands of years ago. And when the 

glacier had these fun animals." We've got the two types of mammoths and the 

mastodon. That's a fun fact. And so, to think of some place in terms of millions of 

years is something that I do in Ekalaka that I didn't do in [another town]. Like, I 

don't know the history. It was 40 years old as a town when I was there. Whereas 

Ekalaka was founded before the state of Montana was founded in 1885! Yeah. And 

the museum is one of — is the oldest county museum in 1936. So that goes way 

back too. And so those coexisting histories with the people and the land, and my 

knowledge of it, is all wrapped up in that identity of place. And I think that, yeah, 

I would define [another town] differently than I would define Ekalaka. Geographic, 

history, people, landscape. But I don't know that I would go as far as to be “It’s this 

X number of population.” I'm not a very statistical person. I've had to be, but it's 

more of a feeling, too. Yeah, because it's like a — not necessarily a feeling of 

belonging, but when you come over that hill, you're like, "Ahh." Let out a nice sigh. 

Like, "There it is, this place." 

Participants in this study also shared the histories of the Indigenous people that continue to call 

this region home, including the Lakota (Sioux), Tsististas and So’taa’ee’o (Northern Cheyenne), 

Apsaalooke (Crow), Minnetaree (Hidatsa), Sahnish (Arikara), and Mandan Indigenous nations. 

Before colonization, these Plains Indian tribes resided in the area, including what is now 

Medicine Rocks State Park. One stakeholder described the ongoing relationship between 

Indigenous people and the landscape, describing the historical and modern inscriptions on the 

weathered sandstone formations: 

This space also is where historically tribes would come — warriors would come 

back from battle and make an inscription honoring that. And so, there are several 

of those [inscriptions] throughout [Medicine Rocks] that are [from] tribal members 

that came back from [Vietnam] or Afghanistan. 

Stakeholders described this human history of the landscape, dating back more than 11,000 years, 

as part of their understanding of place.  

While some stakeholders used robust descriptions to describe the place they live in and 

call home, others focused on memories and personal connections: “It's a place where [my 
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children] would really have their memories and it's fun to have the kids remember certain things. 

And some of them are the field trips — where we go.” Another stakeholder’s response indicates 

a bond with their locality. “So, place is, place is like home. It's this — probably eastern Montana, 

middle eastern Montana. It's hard to associate place without thinking of people, you know, that 

go with it.”  

One final description of place exemplifies how the idea of place is often intertwined with 

descriptions of community and rurality. 

I think here the place is the community. So, I think, it doesn't have to be just 

Ekalaka. A lot of times it's the Miles City and Baker people because they have that 

shared sense of industry and what's important to them. And so, when they come 

here and start to talk, they are community. They become part of the same place. 

In this study, stakeholders described at length their individual meanings of place. The braided 

concepts of the landscape, the human history, and the relationships these individuals have with 

the place today, help to describe the reasons why stakeholders join a partnership that naturally 

involves a place-conscious approach to education.  

COVID-19 Pandemic 

 At the time of this study, communities across the United States and around the world had 

been living through the COVID-19 pandemic for nearly two years. The community of Ekalaka, 

like others, continued to persevere through challenges daily as local and state governments and 

school boards made decisions on health mandates, land and resource management, and social 

policies. As context for their answers to other interview questions, the participants in this study 

candidly shared how this global pandemic had changed their everyday life and the partnership 

activities between the museum and the school. The personal emotions and stories they shared 

during this study are a reminder of the widespread and continuing impacts of this pandemic. I am 
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grateful to this museum stakeholder who was willing to share their experience during the early 

days of the pandemic. Their words were softer, and their eyes filled with sorrow as they shared 

their experience: 

So COVID-19 didn't officially hit Ekalaka until October 2020. … Then when it 

does happen, COVID-19 officially hits Ekalaka — It was here way before that — 

but officially hits Ekalaka, we had five people die in a week. And it was crazy. And 

I think that's sort of where people are starting to say, "Oh, wow. This is a thing. 

This is something we do — we have to pay attention to. Where do we like, where 

is the information? What's happening? Like what? Where-where —?" We don't 

have — At the same time, the public health officer quits, the public health nurse 

quits. We don't have anyone who's there telling us things. But they've had to quit 

because it's crazy out there and has been crazy here… And so there's not a whole 

lot of local information about COVID-19 and about pandemics in general.  

From this terrible loss, this participant described their reasons to start a new partnership activity 

focused on a place-conscious approach to teach about the process of scientific inquiry and 

vaccine development through the inspiring life of Dr. Maurice Hilleman, who was born in Miles 

City, and laid the foundation for the modern fight against pandemic disease. They shared: 

And so, we knew we wanted to do this for the community. We knew the community 

wanted it, especially our health care people that we visited with and students that 

were in these classes needed information. They wanted information. 

All the study participants shared how the COVID-19 pandemic shaped their experiences over the 

past two years. Their stories paint a picture of resilience and a care for their community, an 

appreciation for place, and a dedication to partnership activities to support place-conscious 

education. 

Reasons for Entering and Exiting the Partnership 

 With this context established, stakeholders were then asked questions about their reasons 

for entering the partnership. Participants defined and described overarching constructs including 
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partnerships and community as they answered interview questions about how and why they 

became involved in working with the school or museum and how they first heard about the 

activities with the museum and the school.  

Defining and Describing Partnerships 

As described by stakeholders and documented in the museum’s archival documents, the 

Carter County Museum was founded in 1936 by amateur archaeologists and paleontologists with 

an original mission related to the collection and study of dinosaur fossils found on local ranches 

(Carter County Museum, 2022). The museum was originally housed in the basement of the local 

high school and referred to in some historical documents as “The High School Museum” (Speech 

Transcript dated 02/01/1942) or “A School Museum” (Essay dated 06/22/1946). An undated 

document from the museum’s archive simply titled “Carter County Museum” reads: 

Near the western end of [Main] Street there looms the commodious new County 

High School! This building, besides being the center of life and activity for the 

young people of the town and county, also is the headquarters of the Carter County 

Geological Society’s Museum, another source of pride to the inhabitants of Carter 

County. …  

          The museum occupies the entire west half of the first floor of the high school 

building. There are more than 4,000 cubic feet of standard museum cases, glassed 

in and indirectly lighted. … While much of the material on display has been 

collected in Carter County, a great deal of it has also been donated and sent in from 

all quarters of the globe, so that the Museum is able to present to the student, a 

comprehensive picture in the study of Evolution.  

The museum’s second director, who led the museum for 50 years (1946-2006), also 

served as the county’s high school science teacher. While the museum moved to its current 

building in the 1980s, this deeply rooted relationship between the museum and the school is 

remembered by generations of residents and was regularly shared during the study’s data 
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collection process. A stakeholder who grew up in the community remembers the high school 

basement location:  

When I was in high school [dates omitted], the museum was in the basement of the 

old high school. And it was just accessible. And there was [sic] certain hours of the 

day that you just planned on. And certain —we didn't go in, it was one — one of 

those things where, because it's there all the time, we didn't take advantage, but they 

didn't have the amount of floor space that they do now. 

The museum’s original location in the county high school was mentioned by most of the 

individuals in this study. Of the nine interview participants, seven described the museum’s 

location in the high school basement or the first museum director’s dual role as the high school 

science teacher. One stakeholder connected this history to the long-term partnership between the 

museum and the school. “There was always that connection to the school since the museum was 

born out of the basement of the high school. There's always been that connection.” Another 

stakeholder also described this direct correlation:  

I think the relationship with the museum and the school has been in place, maybe 

not robust, but has been in place for years and years. Because at one time, the 

museum was housed in the basement of the old high school. 

This historical context may have laid the foundation for the museum-school relationship. 

Yet, stakeholders also universally described this partnership as relationships between people, as 

opposed to a formal relationship between the museum and the school. One stakeholder 

described, “Partnership is, of course, a relationship among people. Where everyone brings 

something to the table and works together toward a common goal.” This reciprocal nature of a 

partnership was echoed in other stakeholder descriptions: “We both gain when we share things. 

…so, we benefited, and they benefited.” Another individual shared, “I usually think of a 

partnership as give and take.” During the member checking process, participants confirmed the 

importance of the relational nature of a partnership. Stakeholders agreed that the description of 
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partnership activities as relationship based, as opposed to transactional, was a key definition for 

the use of the term partnership in this context.  

Expanding on an Understanding of Partnership. During the study’s interviews, when 

asked if the relationship between the Carter County Museum and Ekalaka Public Schools could 

be described as a partnership, most interview participants offered alternative vocabulary for the 

relationship. Their suggestions provided insight as to how these stakeholders understand 

partnerships. 

I think partnership is wrong. I think collaboration is wrong. I think relationship is 

right. Because it's not a business. Well, I mean of course, it's a nonprofit running 

and doing that thing. But that's [the director’s] job. The institution is a relationship, 

like a family relationship, because those are people's stories. That is their stuff. That 

is their history, that they can then preserve for perpetuity. And they are giving us a 

part of themselves to then tell their own story. And they want to be a part of that. 

Of course, which they should be. But it's more than any kind of collaboration. And 

of course, it's collaboration. Of course, it's those things, but it is a relationship. And 

the way that I say relationship is familial — is in that kind of capacity. 

Another stakeholder also offered relationship as an alternative to the term partnership. They 

shared, “I think that this is more of a relationship. I don't think that this museum has any 

restrictions on how often and how robust the relationship can be with an individual teacher. It's 

up to the teacher to make that happen.” Echoing this word choice, another interview participant 

responded with, “It's kind of a loose relationship, probably.” This stakeholder continued by 

describing that different leaders and staff influence the formality or lightly-structured nature of 

the partnership.  

Other stakeholders also noted the influence of individuals on this partnership and 

provided collaboration and cooperative relationship as two possible alternative terms that would 

better describe the relationship between the museum and the school. One teacher shared: 
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I would say it's a collaboration for sure. Because sometimes it's (teachers) reaching 

out to (the museum) and saying, "Hey, do you think you could do this with us? And 

you think we could come on this day and set it up. And, you know, then sometimes 

it's the museum reaching out to us and saying, "Hey, we have this cool thing. Do 

you want to?" Um, yeah. I think for us, it's a collaboration. We really help each 

other… I think a partnership is something where, um, you have like — I don't want 

to say, like, written rules. You know, it's like, "Well, if I do this for you, then I 

expect you to do this for me later." I think that with our museum, um, we're just, 

um, tied well enough together that we can always reach out to each other and are 

happy to help. So, it's more of a — I think it's more of a collaboration. 

Similarly, a museum stakeholder shared, “I think we have a cooperative relationship. … You 

know, I feel like I'm not dealing with necessarily the Ekalaka school system. I'm dealing with the 

[teachers].” This same person went on to describe what the word partnership meant to them: 

Well, I could, I could absolutely read you what our partnership is with the people 

that we have partnerships with on paper. Right? Because it's on paper. It's defined. 

This is our relationship. And sometimes the details of the relationship are maybe 

not fully detailed out, but it does exist on paper within those two. So, it doesn't 

matter if I'm a more involved with the museum. That relationship is still there. My 

name isn't on that. And it doesn't matter. …It's an institutional partnership that will 

outlive my time at that institution. 

Yet, this same museum stakeholder recognized the long-term relationship between these two 

institutions, “It's hard for me to really envision a world where the school is in no way involved 

with the museum here.”  

This museum stakeholder was not the only person that understood partnerships as a 

formal agreement. A teacher echoed this as well, yet offered the use of informal to describe 

partnerships without written agreements: 

I think, how you might think about a partnership is your name on a piece of paper 

in a formal arrangement, like a memorandum of understanding… It's way less 

formal than that. I think that all schools have partnerships with parents, with 

businesses in town, with the museum, with the courthouse. I think that all schools 

have informal partnerships with them because it takes the community. 
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 As a final point framing the partnership, some stakeholders suggested a close connection 

between the museum and school, offering the museum as an extension of the classroom or a 

resource for teachers. One teacher explained, “I see [the museum] as an extension of [the school] 

campus in some ways, where it's something else that you can play with… I'd say it's an extension 

of the school.” Another teacher described their view of a partnership being reciprocal as part of 

their understanding of the museum as a resource for the school to use: 

[Teachers] view the museum as a resource more so than as a partnership. Because 

I still feel like [teachers are] not giving; we're taking. So, we're pulling from that 

resource like we would from a different resource. But I don't know that [the 

museum is] receiving anything from us. 

All but one of the stakeholders interviewed offered alternative terminology for the 

relationship between the museum and the school, including relationship, loose relationship, 

cooperative relationship, informal partnership, collaboration, and the museum as a resource or 

extension of the school. While alternative vocabulary may be used by these stakeholders, the 

Carter County Museum cites the school as a partner in formal documents. The museum 

identified Ekalaka Schools as a “Collaborative Partner” in its 2017 Education and Community 

Impact report alongside Montana State Parks, 4-H, Humanities Montana, and Montana State 

University’s Student Community Outreach ProjEct (SCOPE). Additionally, the museum 

identified the Museum of the Rockies and Carter County High Schools as “partners” in their 

Guidestar report from September 2021, referencing two curriculum units developed together.  

Defining and Describing Community 

 Similar to their nuanced description of partnerships, stakeholders offered 

multidimensional definitions of the meaning of community. Descriptions included relationships, 

social systems, geographical areas, the role of the school in defining community, and 
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communities of interest. While each stakeholder expressed a slightly different understanding of 

community, all the interview participants included both the relationships between people and 

geographic locales in their descriptions. Participants’ narratives about community were lengthy 

with intertwined ideas, indicating the complexity of this term and its diverse uses. One 

stakeholder’s self-reflection during their answer brought this multi-layered construct into view: 

“But now that you ask me more about like, you know, just what is community — I mean, I 

definitely use the word community differently, so there are clearly different communities within 

Carter County.” 

 Community as Relationships. Following stakeholders’ descriptions of partnership, stories 

of the relationships among people led the many responses to defining community. Four of the 

nine participants directly identified relationships as the first definition of community. One 

stakeholder described both the current relationships of a community and the long-standing family 

relationships: 

I define [community] definitely foremost as the people and their relationships with 

each other. … And so, I think that the community's the people, it's the relationships 

and that it is the place. And that's why I think you say, "this many generations.” 

Another stakeholder emphasized how the multi-generational family relationships in the area 

contributes to community, referencing the town’s namesake, Ijkalaka (pronounced ee-ka-la-ka), 

Russell, an Oglala Sioux. (The spelling of her name was changed to “Ekalaka” and first used for 

the town’s original post office.)  

Researcher: “Can you tell me what you mean by community?” 

Stakeholder: “Um. Well. Yeah, because we — one year we talked about (Ijkalaka) and 

who all was related to (Ijkalaka). And some of the kids in the class didn't even 
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know that they were related to her or who was related to that person. … So, it's all 

kinda [sic] interrelated, intertwined. Intertwined is a better word.” 

Researcher: “Yeah, the relationship between families that are here?”  

Stakeholder: “Mm hmm. That makes me feel community. I just feel welcome in a 

community.” 

As described by this stakeholder, the relationships among community members can tie to a sense 

of belonging and feeling welcome, described later in reasons why stakeholders continue to 

participate in partnership activities.  

Community as a Social System. When describing community relationships, six of the 

nine interview participants emphasized ways that their lives were intertwined with others to meet 

the needs of everyday life including making a living. One stakeholder shared, “Community, to 

me, is basically where you live and how you interact with the people around you.” These social 

systems were described from slightly different lenses based on stakeholders’ roles in the 

community. One teacher expanded on this idea with a perspective based in the school: 

I think it's the culture here that makes the community. It's the people being united 

in their work. It's the people who share the same jobs, but then it's also the people 

they share their families with. You feel connected as a community here because 

you understand their agricultural way of life and you can always be able to talk to 

them about that. And you can relate to each other because you share a common 

region where you do the same. So, I think that here, community gets a little bit 

tighter because you have this group of people who share a certain industry. And 

then even in the school, that industry is a big part of the school. And so, [parents] 

being able to send their kids to school and to learn from certain people is a big deal 

for them. You know? And to know that the school would actually care to tie their 

industry into the educational plan too, is important to them. So, I feel like this place 

has a good way to tie everybody together, to be a community. 

Another stakeholder shared a similar description of the social systems of a community from their 

perspective as an owner of a local cattle ranch: 
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You just can't live here. There's always the aura of the cowboy and the independent 

lifestyle, and we're doing all this on our own, but that's not true. Because you have 

a veterinarian, and you have a feed dealer, and you have people that haul cattle for 

you, and you trade help with people, and there's 50 people that are crucial to the 

success of our ranching enterprise at-at one level or another. 

A teacher defined community by the relationships needed for everyday life by a hypothetical 

dialogue with students: 

"How big is your circle?" And "How far do you go to a ball game?” “Oh!” “How 

far do you go to market your cattle? How far do you go?" And so, we talk about, 

just their daily life. And marketing cattle is kind of a big deal, because while they 

might play most of their ball games in Montana, they market their cattle in South 

Dakota pretty frequently. So that Venn diagram overlap is there. And so, then we 

talk about, you know, "Is your circle — Is it mostly just here in Ekalaka, though?" 

Because that helps define community. Is it — "What is your community then?" But 

well, wait. "When you go to the sale ring, then you know people down there, right?" 

Like, "Can you greet somebody down there by first name?" "Yeah." "So, is that 

your community then, too?" "Yeah." 

These descriptions of how stakeholders used the word community in their daily lives relates back 

to descriptions of the relational nature of partnerships in this context.  

With community described by these stakeholders as relationship-based, one interviewee 

directly described the reciprocal nature of a community: “I don't think you can maintain 

community without contributing to it. Maintaining it. I think that’s the best way to put that. It’s 

got to be a living thing that has the give and take.” At the same time, another stakeholder 

recognized the long-term commitment this type of community requires: 

I love this community and want to live here. I think I can do a lot with my job, but 

it takes a lot of time to develop these connections. You need to be in a community 

for longer, especially rural community, in order to make the connections to then 

promote that community. 

Community as a Geographic Locale. While stakeholders described community first 

through relationships and social systems, geographic locale was a secondary definition for all 

nine stakeholders.  



115 

People that grew up in the community identify themselves based on where they 

grew up. So, "Are you a townie? Did you grow up in Ekalaka or are you from one 

of the outlying communities? So, you live on a ranch? Cool. Are you Prairiedale 

area?" That's a road. "Belltower area or the Long Pines?" … You're organized 

according to your communities and your family name of course.  

The geographic boundary of this community was defined differently by different stakeholders. 

When asked about how far this community extends, some gave a specific distance (e.g., 20-mile 

radius) and others used the county lines.  

School Community. For seven of the nine stakeholders, the discussion around geography 

led to another understanding of community as the school community. In this understanding, the 

school serves as the center of the definition with community based on participation in school 

activities. Geographic boundaries are defined by the school district or families’ decisions in 

remote areas of the district to attend other schools due to travel time. In the 2017-2018 school 

year, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) highlighted Ekalaka Public Schools in 

campaigns about public education and collaboration. From these videos, one participant in this 

study shared:  

Here in Ekalaka, our public school is the heart of our community. You can see how 

all roads lead to the public school parking lot. And indeed, they seem to. …The 

relationships the students develop in school as they become adults really help bind 

the community together. … This is the public school that [the students’] 

grandparents built. We know that the pulse of our community beats here. 

This same participant emphasized the role of the school in defining community in their interview 

for this study in expanding upon their understanding of the school community: 

The school being the hub of the community is very, very true here. I suppose it's 

true in most small schools, too, but — very much so that’s the place where people 

meet, gather, visit — a variety of events all year. 

Two other stakeholders expanded on this idea adding that having children in the school helped 

define who may be part of the community. One participant shared that although they did not 
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grow up in Ekalaka, having children of their own in the school system could contribute to their 

membership in the community.  

With the high school district drawing students from around the county, the local 

infrastructure (including the condition of the highway) contributed to some stakeholders’ ways of 

delineating the boundaries of the school community. The other town in Carter County, Alzada, is 

60 miles south of Ekalaka on a road that was paved just in the past 15 years. One stakeholder 

shared that as a result, “The kids that grow up in the southern part of the county, most of them 

don't go to school in Carter County. They usually go down the road to Broadus.” As a result, 

these students and their families may identify as being a part of a different school community. 

The historical county schools for kindergarten to eighth grade students that are no longer 

in operation also still define community. These historical school districts still define boundaries 

for clubs and activities: 

So there used to be like an identifiable Mill Iron community and Bell Tower 

community. I would say now, though, because there isn't a like the Bell Tower Hall 

and school or one-room school isn't there anymore, and that all those kids go to 

school either Ekalaka or somewhere else, the most community defined grouping 

that they ever really do is maybe for 4H club. … 4-H clubs are actually probably a 

really fun way to look at like remnants of these smaller communities. 

Other important school activities are high school sports. As stated directly by one stakeholder, 

“Sports, definitely are a part of, you know, a big part of our community.” During their 

interviews, participants described the role that high school sports play in shaping their own 

relationships and identities as well as those of their community as a whole. These personal 

stories and reflections indicate a clear role of the school and its activities in defining community. 
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Conversely, because the high school student population is not inclusive of the entire 

county, as a voting and tax district the county can also be used to geographically define the 

community. As one museum stakeholder described: 

[The museum] do[es] get a fair amount of tax dollars from the community. And the 

community is happy to do that because it is their history, and it feels like a full 

Carter County history here at this museum. Whereas maybe the school doesn't 

represent everyone. Maybe the hospital doesn't represent everyone. But the 

museum by anchoring itself to the whole place does. 

Museum stakeholders shared ways they actively seek to engage residents in all areas of Carter 

County, regardless of if they have students enrolled in Carter County High School.  

Communities of Interest. Three participants further described community based on a 

profession or area of interest. Communities of interest are those groups which share a common 

identity, not necessarily related to one’s geographic locale or place. While the school community 

is focused locally, stakeholders also described the museum community and the paleontology 

community, both drawing from a larger geographical area. 

One museum stakeholder described the museum community through two examples of 

museum community members who do not live year-round in Ekalaka: 

(Name) is another museum community member. … (they're) the one that works 

directly with kids, people's kids. And so again, that education side. So people 

recognize (them) because they've heard about (them) from their daughters and their 

sons or their grandkids and as a as the museum's informal educator for several years. 

This stakeholder used me as a researcher as a second example, speaking directly to me: 

And I would say you are becoming recognized as a museum person. It's like, "Oh, 

that's Angie. She’s with the museum. And that will help in your interactions too. 

And to identify that it's the museum. 

Two other stakeholders focused on the community of the field of paleontology. Their 

stories provided the context for the Carter County Museum’s popular Dinosaur Shindig event, 
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held every July. Visitors from all over the world hear lectures from leading paleontologists, 

partake in kids’ activities, and participate in a dig day including excavating real fossils. This 

annual event was created as a way to bring members of the paleontology community together 

and connect them with the local geographically defined community. One stakeholder described 

this paleontology community’s international membership: 

What's interesting about Ekalaka, is that its community has really extended beyond 

the borders of not only the town or the area or the county, but globally, which is so 

exciting. 

They continued later:  

But it's interesting to see — in particular through the pandemic, through our hybrid 

Shindig — how connected our community can be even if we can't all be together, 

which was great. We saw so many people from so many different walks of life, 

from so many different places — being able to come back and share together — 

almost more people that way, accessing more people through the inter webs [sic] 

that way. And it was just wonderful to have that connection to all be together. It 

was great! 

A second stakeholder described the how the Shindig event was planned in part to bring the 

paleontology community together during a unique time of year when many members are nearby 

Ekalaka geographically: 

That was the other thing, too, is that [another museum] would host a barbecue and 

invite the [Carter County] Geological Society members out at Camp Needmore, 

and then any of the other paleo people that they knew. And it was kind of through 

those things. We're like, "Oh man, all of us are out here. Maybe just not on the same 

week, but close to. We just missed this guy. I would love to see him. I haven't seen 

him since, like last [professional conference]!" 

For both the museum community and the paleontology community described by these 

stakeholders, the construct of community extends beyond a geographic locale that loosely ties 

other definitions of community.  
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This study’s interview protocol was designed to specifically ask participants to define the 

word community as the third question following an introduction and defining the term place. 

However, in conversation, six of the nine stakeholders used this word before the question was 

officially asked. Throughout these interviews, stakeholders continually talked about community 

and described it as a reason for entering the partnership. 

Exiting a Partnership 

While the founding partnership started in 1936 when the museum was founded in the 

basement of the county high school, the most recent partnership activities began to blossom 

again in 2013. The catalyst for this recent increase in activity was the development of a place-

conscious curriculum unit intended to help students learn about growth curves by measuring and 

studying cattle and dinosaur femurs. This project involved two teachers and two individuals from 

Carter County Museum. In the time since this curriculum unit was initiated, the museum has 

partnered with teachers from the local school district in the creation of two more large 

curriculum units, scores of class visits and field trips, and multiple custom programs. The 

success of this partnership has led to the creation of the museum’s Teacher Advisory Council 

and the involvement of additional museum staff, interns, and volunteers in designing and 

implementing place-conscious education activities. 

All four of the stakeholders involved in the original project in 2013 have changed their 

professional roles, taken leaves of absence, or permanently left their formal paid positions. Yet, 

all four of these stakeholders are still active in this partnership. In this context, these individuals’ 

continued involvement illustrates the relational nature of a partnership in contrast to partnerships 

based solely on formal transactions. In this understanding, transactional partnerships support 
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one-time projects and can include memorandums of understanding or formal agreements. The 

dialogue with one teacher during their interview exemplifies how this long-term relationship of 

these partners, unlike transactional partnerships, was understood by these stakeholders: 

Teacher: To me, a true good partnership, like the one that the museum and the school 

have, is one where, this is part of our community and-and the museum is just an 

extension of the school. That's the way it should be, and-and I think when you 

don't have turnover in a school staff, that's the way it stays. 

Researcher: When you say the museum is an extension of the school, is-is that, does that 

mean that you have shared goals? The museum is — 

Teacher: No. 

Researcher: OK. 

Teacher: I think a shared goal would be something that comes out of a formal 

partnership. And you'd have to talk about that endlessly in a lot of task force 

meetings and it would just get stupid.  

Researcher: So you're saying a formal partnership is like MOU, signed agreement? 

Teacher: Yeah, yeah. I think that this is more of a relationship. 

When this relationship-based definition of the term partnership was shared during the member 

checking process, the participants in this study responded positively.  

Since the recent partnership activities began to expand and increase in 2013, none of the 

original stakeholders have exited this partnership. They have continued to stay actively involved 

through changes in their professional roles. Not only has this original team stayed committed to 

the partnership, but these individuals have actively recruited new partners. These new teachers 
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and museum stakeholders have also demonstrated a commitment to the partnership, again 

staying involved despite changes in their personal and professional lives.  

Reasons for Continuing to Participate in the Partnership 

 Stakeholders who participated in this study described a focus on students as their primary 

reason for their continued participation in a partnership with a place-conscious approach to 

education. In addition to this central reason for partnership activities, stakeholders also described 

three interrelated reasons for their ongoing involvement: a vision for the whole community, 

beliefs about personal contributions, and the value of place. These three themes were expressed 

as independent ideas and were also tied closely together with similar stories and overlapping 

descriptions. All museum stakeholders and teachers shared reasons within each of these 

overarching themes.  

A Focus on Students 

 Students were at the center of stakeholders’ reasons for partnership activities between 

Carter County Museum and Ekalaka Public Schools. All the partnership activities described by 

participants in this study focused on students. Stakeholders described their motivating reasons to 

personalize student learning experiences, instill an appreciation for lifelong learning, foster 

student interest, elevate the value of learning outside of the classroom, and prioritize enjoyment 

in learning. Both teachers and museum stakeholders described these student-focused reasons for 

continuing to participate in this partnership.  

Personalizing Student Learning Experiences. All nine participants in this study 

extensively described how partnership activities provide students with a direct tie to curriculum 
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and hands-on experiences to support state standards and general learning. Stakeholders expressed 

a commitment to making learning relevant for each student through personal connections and 

supporting students in gaining knowledge. One teacher explained their reasons: 

[The students] can get their hands on the objects rather than us just talking about 

fossilization and even just making like a clay impression. They actually get to go 

look at impressions and identify them because they have so many examples of each 

one. I think that all of those concepts are just better grounded if they can see the 

real pieces. Yeah, that's my motivation, truly. 

Both teachers and museum stakeholders shared reasons related to creating new activities 

specifically designed for students including special experiences that are not common or were not 

available for them when they were younger. One museum stakeholder explained: 

And that is one that I'm really more excited about, because you can — for the 

museum to kind of offer an opportunity for something to do that you're interested 

in that isn't football. Or maybe even speech and drama. But yeah, that — with 

having just specific students, you know, they kind of have a weekly tie to the 

museum on a project that they're working on. And then they also interface with the 

interns and college students that we're bringing in on their projects that they're 

working on. 

Personalizing the student learning experience was described by teachers and museum 

stakeholders through descriptions of partnership activities including larger curriculum units 

created in partnership and other museum programs with a focus on student learning.  

Instilling an Appreciation for Lifelong Learning. Stakeholders expressed a motivating 

reason to instill an appreciation of learning beyond the classroom curriculum as well. Both 

teachers and museum stakeholders, provided reasons of encouraging students’ attitudes towards 

museums as places of learning and instilling an interest in learning outside of the classroom. In 

their interview, one teacher explained: 

I do think that people in education get caught up in our little world of, "Oh, are we 

meeting our standards? Are we assessing? We have to assess three times a year! 

We have to have all this data! We have to —" You know — That we lose sight of 
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the bigger picture and I love your goal in life. I think that there needs to be more of 

that — that there is learning beyond the classroom — and a museum is that. You 

know? What a perfect portal to exploring, not only where they live now, but other 

things.  

In this partnership, this appreciation for lifelong learning can be seen in former local students 

who now have children of their own. One stakeholder explained: 

Even yesterday when I was in there, there was a young man and his family who he 

had — they had both been students of [a teacher in this study]. They've got kids 

that are three, four, five years old — and they're bringing their kids back to the 

museum because they're from out of town. And the kids, the little boy just — "I 

want" — soon as he come through the door —"I want to see the dinosaurs, Dad!" 

And so [the boy] was really excited and [the dad] said, "Well, we're going to look 

at this and then we're going to go back and see the dinosaurs." So [the dad] was 

throttling [the son] back a little. But he was just really excited. And it was neat to 

see that young man as a parent because he'd been kind of wild and crazy as a little 

guy. And that young man's grandparents, I remember them. They were very active 

in the VFW, so he was headed back to the military hall so he can see some of his, 

the relatives’ paraphernalia that had been brought back.  

This stakeholder emphasized their motivating reason to instill this appreciation of lifelong 

learning during the interview follow-up. During that conversation, they offered three more 

examples of students who went to Ekalaka Public Schools, participated in partnership activities 

with the museum, and have demonstrated a love for learning in their adult lives and careers. 

Fostering Student Interest. When working in partnership on activities, teachers and 

museum stakeholders both describe their intentions to find ways to stimulate curiosity and 

interest. In their interviews, these stakeholders shared how their focus is on student attitudes. A 

museum stakeholder described a recent visit to a classroom to facilitate a program on dinosaurs. 

As a result of this visit, the museum stakeholder suggested: “Not everyone's going to come in 

from [that classroom], but maybe one or two kids will. And that's kind of all you need.” This 

partner described how fostering student interest in the museum was a force that energized their 

actions.  
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Another stakeholder described the curriculum units created from this partnership: 

And so those kind of get piloted at the school with the intention of giving a hook 

line for the kids at various levels so that they can develop an interest in something 

that the museum’s got. So, you have a biology factor, a geology factor and a history 

factor, and all you really want to do is just engage kids and get them away from 

having screens in their hands for a few minutes. And have them think about things, 

so that they connect one thing to the past and have the stories that go with the 

community. They see things that their family has either talked about or there's just 

some, you know — the two-headed cow, not everybody's got a two-headed cow. 

How does that happen? And there's a story about how that's just one of the things 

that happens with biology. It intrigues kids, catches their attention and pretty soon 

they're looking at that. Well, the two headed calf is next to the coyote, and that's 

next to the fox, and that's next to something else, and birds, bugs and... 

Teachers also described their desire to increase student interest as a reason they partner 

with the museum. One teacher described this reason as a motivating reason for leading student 

field trips to the museum. When asked why they continue in these partnership activities, they 

replied, “Because I like field trips and it's fun to go out and look at other things and the kids just 

get excited about seeing the things.” 

Elevating the Value of Learning Outside of the Classroom. Three museum stakeholders 

and one teacher explained how partnership activities created an opportunity to get out of the 

classroom and change their everyday routine. These stakeholders expressed that the value of a 

novel environment was a reason they facilitated field trips for students. One stakeholder shared 

this from their personal experience. “Because, you know, as a kid, they'd much rather come to a 

museum then sit in their classroom. That's how I was.” During the interview, when asked how 

students benefit from this partnership, one stakeholder replied, “I mean, first and foremost, a 

different experience of being in the classroom, especially being in that school day and whatnot, 

and not going to too many classrooms. Having the experience outside the classroom.”  
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Prioritizing Enjoyment in Learning. Finally, in stakeholders’ reasons focusing on 

students, participants described how they want to create partnership activities that focus on the 

joy of learning. One individual from the museum dynamically shared their passion for 

prioritizing fun during programs:  

And what I'm really proud of — what I was able to do with [a program] — where 

[the students] were then creating that relationship with the museum. But like, "Oh 

yeah, we're just going to museum. We're going to go play and have some science 

fun. It's great! Not that we're going to learn anything." [whispers] You're learning 

a lot of things! "But we're going to have fun, you know?" [laughs] Oh. I love just 

learning where [the students] don't know they're learning. It's just — "Ah, I gotcha."  

Teachers and museum stakeholders echoed this joy for learning in their stories as well.  

A Vision for the Whole Community 

With a focus on students as the core reason that stakeholders continue to participate in a 

partnership, three additional themes were shared by this study’s participants. The first of these 

was a vision for the whole community. In this study, community is understood as a geographic 

place, a common interest and identity, and a shared sense of belonging. Stakeholders described 

their visions for their community as reasons they continue to be a part of partnership activities. 

These reasons include: (1) promoting community-driven economic growth; (2) recruiting new 

residents; (3) demonstrating an ethic of care; (4) committing to the long horizon; (5) building 

relationships and fostering belonging; (6) creating a welcoming place that centers community; 

and (7) communicating collaboratively and openly. 

Promoting Community-Driven Economic Growth. Stakeholders shared their commitment 

to increasing and supporting the area's economy through activities and industries relevant to the 

community. The activities created in partnership between the museum and teachers from the 
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local school district were described as contributing to economic growth. One participant 

described it this way: 

I think [the partnership is] really advantageous for communities. It's a great way to 

instill in a community an appreciation and sense — not just for history, but also for 

science, especially in our case — And the value of your museum. So if you are — 

and a lot of [people] speak in money, I speak also in money — A [partnership is] 

really good way to have your community invest [in itself]. Like if you are doing 

something for someone's kids, they’re way more likely to support you than if you're 

not.  

Stakeholders also spoke of how these partnership activities raised an awareness for their 

community and drove tourism. One stakeholder shared the big picture vision their community 

had to promote economic growth that led to the Carter County Museum’s popular Dinosaur 

Shindig event, which boasts educational lectures and activities for all ages as well as partnership 

activities between the museum and the school:  

If you were going to develop a secondary economic opportunity other than just 

agriculture, you needed to take advantage of something that nobody else had. And 

that became pretty apparent that the dinosaur area that Ekalaka presents itself with 

would be a gold mine if we could just get it off the ground.  

Members of this community expressed a conscious effort to drive economic growth with a 

unique dedication to connecting tourists to place. One stakeholder described this directly: 

And then the other thing is, there is economic benefit to the whole thing. The 

education aspects, all of that is like — as you raise awareness around all that kind 

of stuff, it does bring in visitors and part of the education experience with the 

museum, we kind of hope — OK, we start sending out all these great education 

kits. And my hope is that eventually those education kits bring people back in, 

because they had such – like, "Oh, I had a real fun time learning this thing, and I'm 

not from Ekalaka or I've never been to Ekalaka, but I want to go there." Partly 

because a lot of our education kits plug in really well to the landscape here. And so 

if you really, really want to get the experience, you’ve got to come out here. And 

the thing I like about that from a tourism perspective is if you are thinking about — 

OK, well in a small community, bringing in a group of tourists — if it's a group of 

tourists who are fundamentally coming here to learn from the landscape and respect 

the landscape — I feel like we can avoid losing it for a longer period of time. Rather 
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than just “I've got the world's largest ball of cheese and a really great funk concert 

every year.” And, yeah, that's cool. And it does bring a lot of people. But are they 

people that care about anything other than cheese and funk? 

While partnership activities are focused first on students, stakeholders recognized and capitalized 

on opportunities to leverage this partnership to promote community-driven economic growth.  

Recruiting New Residents. Stakeholders also described some of their reasons as 

encouraging population growth in addition to economic growth. Teachers and museum 

stakeholders described how partnership activities could contribute to increasing the population of 

the community by encouraging the next generation to stay or come back. These individuals also 

actively seek to retain new community members through their partnership. One stakeholder who 

has lived in Ekalaka for decades shared: 

It just makes me excited that 30-somethings are coming back into our community 

and that they're trying to build something or maintain something here. I think that 

is really important — that this is a place where people want to come raise their kids 

now and they understand that. 

A younger stakeholder echoed this from their own perspective, “And for others like me too, who 

all grew up in rural areas, to come back to [rural areas] and see that impact — that's really cool.”  

 Participants in this study reflected with pride how their community is growing in 

population (Dietrich, 2021). Simultaneously, their recruitment is ongoing. At the end of one 

interview, when asked if there was anything else that they have been thinking about that they 

want to share, one participant paused, then asked, “When are you going to move here?”  

Demonstrating an Ethic of Care. Both the participants in this study and the other 

community members that I now greet by name all share an ethic of care (Noddings, 2007) that 

guides their everyday life. Noddings advocates that care is basic to human life, a universal 

human attribute, and all people want to be cared for (2002). Care has been described as a 
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defining imperative to act (Kolb, 2018), with ethical caring describing the sense of self as a 

moral, caring person. When working from the standpoint of an ethic of care, moral action is 

focused on interpersonal relationships and benevolence is a virtue. 

This community expressed a concern and empathy for others’ health and well-being and 

a dedication to helping neighbors. They actively cultivated empathy by listening and responding 

to the needs of others. This ethic of care was one of the reasons why stakeholders continued to 

devote their time to partnership activities. When asked, “What does the word community mean 

to you?” One stakeholder replied simply, “Oh gosh. Hmm. Just taking care of each other.” At the 

same time, this community member used an arm motion mimicking a hug. They reached out and 

pulled an imaginary space closer together, further emphasizing this feeling of care and support. 

These participants described how partners in this group share this ethic of care, especially 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Stakeholders described their reasons for their most recent 

curriculum project with urgency. One person explained, “we knew we wanted to do this for the 

community.” Another shared, “And we need to do the best we can do to protect the people in our 

world and ourselves and our students and whoever else.” These brief excerpts from participants’ 

candid and emotional recollections of their partnership through the past two years illustrates how 

these partners were guided by an ethic of care for their community. 

Committing to the Long Horizon. During their interviews, participants’ answers to 

questions demonstrated their long-term commitment to living together. These stakeholders 

described their relationships that overlap multiple areas of life and the ways they come together 

during times of loss, sadness, and frustration, including those caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic. With an understanding of, and working within, the traditions of a community, 
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stakeholders described their reasons for participating in partnership activities in relation to a 

long-term vision. For these partners, partnership activities were steps towards a vision for the 

future, one in which these stakeholders were committed to being a member. One participant 

described this long-horizon from their personal experience: 

It's good to have some self-reflection once in a while to put things into perspective 

about how we got where we are. And I haven’t really — When we moved here in 

[year], we had visions about how soon and how we wanted the community to be, 

so, when we raised our families, and it would be ongoing. And it's a lot closer to 

that now than it was when we moved here. But it's taken twice as long or more. We 

thought we'd be able to make things happen a little faster than they do, but you have 

to be kind of patient, I guess. 

Multiple stakeholders shared the challenges that the pandemic has created for the community. 

“You know we all have our fights and I think through COVID, I think COVID's been hard on 

people.” This stakeholders, and two others, went on to describe that, “we'll get through it.” The 

participants in this study, shared the resilience of their community and commitment to the long 

horizon as reasons they continue to work together through difficult times.  

Building Relationships and Fostering Belonging. Stakeholders described how partnership 

activities build mutual trust, friendship and camaraderie among community members, a feeling 

of security and support, and feelings of inclusion and acceptance. Stakeholders described how 

this feeling of belonging, security, and acceptance is realized in their community. One participant 

described how they support partners with different strengths: 

Just, yeah. Realizing someone's good points — and then their not-so-good points 

and then figure out – OK, well, if they can do that then, who can help in the area of 

that, these other things that need to be done just to make it work.  

This feeling of acceptance directly correlates to the descriptions of community for this same 

stakeholder. They continued to share: “To me for a long time, [Ekalaka] always seemed to be a 
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community where they accepted just about everybody and tried to find their best attributes. And 

then tried to include them.”  

This sense of belonging included the specific relationships between teachers and museum 

stakeholders as well. One teacher explained why they continue to partner with the museum:  

I know [the museum staff]. That makes a difference too. … I mean, we're a small 

community. I didn't feel bad at the bigger [museum]. But, I felt like I had to be more 

careful because I didn't know their routine of how you go through the museum. 

In this partnership, the museum stakeholders and the teachers have created a feeling of security, 

inclusion, belonging, and acceptance, that fosters continued participation in partnership 

activities. 

Creating a Welcoming Place that Centers Community. Balancing a feeling of belonging, 

community members and partners also created an inviting reputation that is approachable and 

welcoming for both ongoing and new partners. One museum stakeholder describes it this way: 

I guess at the end of the day, I kind of feel like the museum's door is always open. 

So whenever a teacher wants to walk in and whether they are, uh, allowed to bring 

their students over during school hours to the museum, because something happens 

down the road, whatever. That they're always going to be able to walk through the 

door and access whatever information and resources they need from us.  

Stakeholders also feel welcomed to participate as a result of ongoing invitations with some 

partners bringing together different people or groups. Teachers described the role of mentorship 

in their school as a way to create this welcoming reputation that centers community: 

If the [experienced] teachers would go to them and say, "Hey, I'm going tonight. 

Come with me." Then (new teachers) show up and they're like, "Oh, that was pretty 

fun. Let's do that again." So, I think part of that is just that teachers have to be really 

encouraged by a friend or someone to be like, "Come on, let's go. Let's go." And 

then they realize, "Well, yeah. That was worth the time."  

Even those stakeholders who have been a partner for years described how feeling welcome was a 

reason they continued to participate in activities. In the most recent curriculum project, a 
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museum stakeholder invited teachers to join the project. It was through this personal invitation 

that these teachers continued to actively participate. 

Communicating Collaboratively and Openly. A crucial piece of working towards a vision 

for the whole community was how partners communicate. During this study’s interviews, 

stakeholders described how partners were available and responsive. Stakeholders expressed a 

preference with personal communication, less reliance on formal structures and email, and more 

emphasis on personal relationships, conversation, and listening. These human-centered 

communication processes were challenged by the COVID-19 pandemic. One stakeholder 

explained: 

And so then [they’d] send another email and then, and then (they'd) say, "OK, so, 

this is what I'd like to see." I'm sure that COVID has put a whole different spin on 

things, though, because even though I think we've all gotten more comfortable with 

video chatting and doing things like that, where we would have always done things 

in person. Maybe we're not doing them as much. But then I would come in and we'd 

go through things together or whatever. And so (they'd) make an appointment and 

I'd show up and that's about it. 

These partners described how clear communication and evaluation processes contributed to their 

reasons for continuing to work together. One stakeholder described: “That's the great thing about 

the collaboration that we have is that there is sort of this constant feedback we have in this 

building process of the curriculum and then also implementation.” Another museum stakeholder 

described their partnership’s communication during the most recent project in detail: 

That's more of a personal relationship between myself and the teachers that sort of 

grows and that we work on and maintain. And that can be challenging in some 

cases. Communication. So, I'm really easy to reach, and I sort of make myself the 

point person in chatting with everybody and making sure everyone is on the same 

page. And (a teacher) is another one that is good about that. And so (they) know 

that I'm the connection to some of the other teachers and to the museum and the 

artists and the other staff — so they have private conversations, (they) bring them 

to me and tells me about them. And then I then circulate and bring them around. 

So, I think just making sure communication is always open. 
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 Throughout their interviews, stakeholders described the reasons why they continued to 

participate in the partnership connected to the theme of their vision for the whole community. 

With a connection to their geographic place, a common interest and identity, and a shared sense 

of belonging, these community members described how their partnership encouraged economic 

and population growth. They described ways they create a welcoming place and foster 

belonging. These stakeholders expressed a commitment to the long horizon and described ways 

their community is guided by an ethic of care.  

Beliefs about Personal Contributions to Community 

In addition to their community-based reasons for continuing to participate in partnership 

activities, participants also shared their more personal reasons. The conversations resulting from 

the study’s interview protocol encouraged personal reflection. Stakeholders described their 

beliefs about their personal contributions to community as reasons they continue to be a part of 

partnership activities. These reasons include: (1) individuals as a catalyst for change; (2) personal 

agency; (3) individual passion for partnership activities; (4) core values related to community; 

(5) cultivating innovation and the willingness to take risks; and (6) learning and growth of 

leaders. 

Individuals as Catalysts for Change. In each interview, participants shared stories and 

praised their partners. These stakeholders described how key people in key roles have shaped the 

partnership. One reason why stakeholders stayed involved in this partnership was because there 

were leaders with influence in the community (through formal or informal roles) with a wide 

range of personal connections and personal strengths and skills that were driving change and 
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sparking interest in others. These were tenured leaders who understand community-specific 

systems and relationships, and who have the ability to carefully navigate challenging topics.  

Stakeholders reflected on their growing success in recent years and in doing so, described 

the individuals that were drivers for the increased partnership activities. One stakeholder shared, 

“I think the staff [that the museum] has now is like far better at it than [before]. They have 

delegated the right tasks to people, and they just got it running smooth as can be.” One 

stakeholder reflected on their role in the partnership: 

I'm on way too many boards right now with way too many things going on. But, it 

was kind of a natural progression, I guess. I guess in retrospect, I would say that... 

[pause] As I see ideas that need to be implemented, if they're not getting done, I put 

pressure on the-the leaders that — You can make, you can do a lot of things from 

the floor as a, as a board member. It's just like when you ask the right questions — 

You don't get the right answers unless you ask the right questions. You can make 

motions to fund things. You can encourage people to do things that — You can be 

an active board member, or you can just sit there. And I was probably pretty active. 

This stakeholder continued later with a memory of another community leader in an official role 

who was a catalyst for change: “At the town level, we had a really good (community leader) at 

that time. (They) had grown here, grown up here, went to high school here. Had a heart for 

change, had a heart to save the town.” Having key people in key roles was described by other 

participants in this study. Another stakeholder praised a current community leader with a formal 

leadership role.  

(They're) amazing. We're so lucky to have (them). … And now we know what — 

it's what some people can bring to that position. (They're) probably an overachiever, 

and you can't have that everybody, and sometimes you have to just settle for a little 

bit less. But it's, yeah, it's not just a warm body anymore keeping the doors open. 

It's someone that's got to keep us going forward I think.  

A bit later in the interview after a continued dialogue about the individuals in this partnership, 

this stakeholder was asked if it was the people — for both the museum and the school — that 
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made a big difference and they replied, “Oh, yeah. Yeah, definitely. Definitely. The potential of 

some people.” 

Personal Agency. Within this partnership’s leadership, many of the stakeholders 

described their belief that they were able to drive their own actions and contribute to reaching 

community goals. Their sense of personal agency, that they could generate results and create 

change through their actions, echoed throughout all the interviews. One stakeholder shared this 

belief bluntly: “But mostly, mostly it's — Life can suck, or you can just do [the work] and make 

it better.”  

In designing and implementing a place-conscious approach to education, partners from 

the museum and school described this personal agency from their belief about their own ability 

to create action and also instill this belief in students. One stakeholder described their reasons for 

participating in the creation of the most recent curriculum unit: 

So that's something that's — we're able to then give the next generation to empower 

themselves and to feel like they can really take control over their own decisions. So 

some kids like, "Oh yeah. I think when I get out of my parents' house and I can 

make my decisions for myself." 

In a conversation about how other communities could replicate this partnership, one stakeholder 

was asked what the “special sauce” was for this partnership. They explained:  

I think it is an attitude, honestly. If you have that "you're cute, but not here" attitude, 

it's not going to happen. And I can name some institutions that believe that. [laughs] 

Yeah, especially insular institutions. And I think that if you want to do it, and you've 

got the drive, and you're willing to take advantage of the resources that you have, 

and the ways to find those resources — the sky's the limit. So attitude. And drive, 

you got to be perseverance type. That's my mantra. Perseverance. 

During the interviews, others used examples of their accomplishments beyond the 

partnership activities to illustrate their personal agency: 
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If you want to do something here, if you want to build something, if you want to 

build a veteran's wall, if you want to get Main Street paved, or if you want to have 

sidewalks, we just all go, "We can do that." And you just start calling people and-

and saying, "Do you want to work on this project?" And people do!  

This same stakeholder later described their reasons for their leadership in community activities: 

[referring to a conversation with another community member] And she said, "All 

you do in Ekalaka is have funerals." … We better have these other things going 

on… We need to keep doing things for us. Boy, your life doesn't last very long.  

Another stakeholder was asked directly about their individual role in the community, which 

included multiple leadership positions. After hearing an initial synthesis of the conversation, that 

“a lot of the work within those [partnerships] are based on individuals and key people,” they 

were asked how their “multiple hats” in the community plays a role in shaping how the museum 

functions. They explained: 

Yes. They're intertwined. I am the same way with the skill set that you have at the 

ranch. And you need to be able to build something or use a certain piece of 

equipment for just a little while. That comes in. It's a big part of how things get 

done. We don't have specialty items, equipment-wise at the museum, but I can be 

in town in half an hour with a bobcat and pallet forks, and we can unload things.  

They continued: 

Because of the size of [Ekalaka], then you feel like you're expected to participate 

at a community level and really be the leaders in all of the things that go around 

town. It's not just. If you don't do it, it doesn't happen, is basically what happens. 

 Throughout this study, stakeholders frequently expressed a sense of personal agency. 

Both teachers and individuals associated with the museum described how their own planning and 

actions influenced short-term project activities and long-term outcomes for the community.  

Individual Passion for Partnership Activities. While individuals shared beliefs about their 

personal influence, they also described their personal interests in the partnership, their enjoyment 
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of the process, and their passion for the partnership activities themselves, including teaching and 

developing curriculum. Some stakeholders shared this passion with infections energy: 

We've got it! And I'm excited! I'm always excited. There's so much to always do. 

And there's never going to be enough — there's never going to be a stop to that, 

which is wonderful. And it's just — I thrive on that. Personally, I get excited about 

that opportunity. I just — I want other people to get excited about that opportunity 

in their own communities. 

As a follow-up to this statement, this stakeholder was asked, “It sounds like part of what you 

enjoy and what keeps you working on things is personal too?” They replied, “Yeah. Oh, yeah. 

Personal enjoyment and digging into new topics and learning more yourself.” 

A teacher in this study described how these partnership activities peak their personal 

interest by keeping them personally engaged in the classroom. They shared: 

And if you are place-based yourself here as a teacher — and by that, I mean, you 

are associated with a local ranch and this is where you're going to be for the entire 

part of your entire career, whether you like it or not — you have to entertain 

yourself in some way. And that is making your own classroom more exciting. And 

so, a way to help make your own classroom and your classes more exciting is to 

not be in the same rut every year.  

They continued by sharing two examples of specific activities they used in their classroom 

created in partnership with the museum. All the participants in this study shared some degree of 

passion for partnership activities. Whether it was clear in their exuberance, or more subtly stated, 

stakeholders continue to participate in the partnership because they enjoy the process. 

Core Values Related to Community. Shared values are one component of how 

communities can be described. In this community, individuals expressed shared values related to 

determination and hard work, a sense of responsibility and obligation for the greater good, and a 

commitment to service to community. These core values were reasons why stakeholders 

continue to participate in partnership activities. One museum stakeholder shared:  
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And so I came to Ekalaka and I was looking for something, some way to help. So I 

went in the museum and ... I said, "You know, I love museums and I would 

volunteer. And if you need stuff done —"  

Another explained: 

I think people value, in particular this way, they value the attempt at trying to make 

something better. They're trying to make something — to attempt to do good. I 

think that's what's valued in the community. And again, I don't mean to place value 

on myself in community, only on what I'm doing. But like, having done — I'm very 

proud of the work that I've been able to do here. And I'm very glad that it's been 

well received. And that it's been — there's been a lot of thankfulness for that. 

These shared values are described throughout participants’ responses, sometimes indirectly. 

After one interview officially concluded, the conversation continued with one stakeholder. In 

recounting all the projects and activities created through this partnership, they reflected on the 

“magic” of this partnership and suggested that it could be as simple as “good people doing good 

things.”  

Cultivating Innovation and the Willingness to Take Risks. The partnership activities 

described by museum stakeholders and teachers went beyond the traditional museum field trip. 

To support an education based in place, these individuals thought outside of the box, tried new 

things, and took risks. One museum stakeholder described their collective willingness to 

experiment with new ideas: 

If it can happen in Ekalaka, at the edge of the world, it can happen anywhere. You 

know, I think it's just the ambition and the permission — more than anything. Both 

of those things to-to be able to go do the thing. And I think this situation worked 

out. So incredible that you had a bunch of driven college students that had a space 

to play, to try it all out, um, with little to no red tape.  

From a teacher’s perspective, there were specific opportunities exclusive to small schools. 

Because teachers are often the only educator in their grade, or the only subject-specific teacher, 

there was a unique flexibility in personalizing the curriculum. One teacher shared: 
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I mean, when you're a seasoned teacher and you're in a small school system — that's 

an upside. You can do [a missed activity] next year. Like make sure this 

conversation happens. Make a note in your lesson plan book. Make sure this 

conversation happens next year, this is really important. But when you teach them 

all four years, you get to do that. When you only get them the one time, you don't 

get to. At the larger schools, you don't even have that choice.  

A museum stakeholder emphasized the unique opportunities for partnership activities in small 

schools. In talking about piloting curriculum created in partnership, they shared: 

So having the opportunity to sort of have that grace there of trying out, you know, 

having teachers take their time out here — to work with this and play around with 

it, trial it out in their classrooms and give us feedback — is huge. 

Place-conscious education often reaches beyond traditional classroom curriculum. In this 

partnership, stakeholders shared how the flexibility of teachers in their small school and the 

willingness of the museum to take risks, has led to an innovative spirit that makes stakeholders 

want to continue to partner together on new activities.  

Learning and Growth of Leaders. Both museum stakeholders and teachers described 

ways that partnership activities contributed to their own and others’ professional growth and 

learning. These opportunities to develop new individual strengths and leadership skills provided 

additional reasons to continue to participate in partnership activities. One museum stakeholder 

described their interest in becoming more involved in the partnership. They explained how they 

asked museum staff how they could be more involved by saying, “And I was going out [to 

Ekalaka] all the time. I was like, "Hey! You know, what if, what if we did an internship and I 

could be your intern?" A teacher shared how they encourage other teachers to be more involved -

- “If you can encourage a teacher who already has that sort of enthusiasm about [them]… I 

always tell teachers too, it's a resume builder. "Get yourself down [to the museum]."  
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The reasons why stakeholders continue to participate in partnership activities includes 

beliefs about their personal contributions to community as reasons they continue to be a part of 

partnership activities. Driven by a desire to be catalysts for change and through a sense of 

personal agency, stakeholders use their individual passion for partnership activities and core 

values related to community to cultivate innovation, take risks, and learn and grow as leaders.  

The Value of Place 

When asked to define place, stakeholders described the interconnected relationship 

between the physical spaces and environments that they live in and their personal connections to 

the land. These stakeholders’ relationships with their place were shared as reasons that these 

individuals join and stay in partnership to design and implement a place-conscious approach to 

education. Both teachers and museum stakeholders explained the value of place in two ways: (1) 

promoting an appreciation of place and (2) challenging deficit views of place.  

Promoting an Appreciation of Place. Participants in this study emanated pride in the place 

they live and work. Throughout their interviews, as they described why they dedicate their time 

and energy to these partnership activities, stakeholders continuously returned to their 

appreciation for the unique qualities of their place. They described ways they preserve and share 

the stories of the people that live and have lived in their community and promote the area as an 

attractive place to live. They expressed a desire to instill in others a dedication to preserving and 

protecting the cultural and natural history of their place. Teachers described how they instill this 

appreciation of their place by making curriculum relevant or relatable to students’ lives. One 

teacher described it directly: “Yeah, I think that as teachers, we just know that, um, we have to 

— it has to be relatable to (students’) lives or it's hard for them to apply it.” Another teacher used 
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the term place-based education unprompted. When asked to explain how they defined this term, 

they explained: 

Well, to me, that is tying — whether this dinosaur was discovered here in this place, 

or whether their — a generation remembers finding projectile points in their corrals 

on this place. That the land and its use, to me, the place-based is the land and its 

use. In which kids in rural areas are very connected with. … They have an eye 

towards conservation, honestly. They know that if they graze their cattle too long 

on this one place this year, and even kids in high school. Like, "Yep, there won't be 

enough left for next year. We have to move them." 

They continued by describing how some students have to haul water to use in their household. 

The teacher then continued: 

Well, they grew up with water as precious. So, I thought — Yeah. So definitely 

place-based for that, to me, that's knowing — That’s being so connected with the 

land, that it's not one of those, [where] we questioned where the water came from 

— they know. 

Later in the conversation, this teacher described how students connect with the museum through 

place-based questions: 

And its welcoming nature all year long. So, I think that [the museum staff] get lots 

of calls that we don't even know about, about people wanting — "Oh, I found this 

fossil on this place. Can you help me out?" And those kinds of connections are the 

ones that really help foster a really, really good multigenerational relationships 

between this museum and community members. "I found this fossil in my place. 

What is it?" — is a remarkable bonding experience — for generations, whether it 

was a grandpa who called, or a dad who called.  

Just as the museum stakeholders are motivated to instill an appreciation of one’s own place, 

teachers also described ways they make their school curriculum based in place on their own. This 

same teacher explained: 

The sides of teachers editions always have, "If your kids are interested in this, maybe you 

should research this topic. A good math book, a good science book, a good any textbook 

will have those little columns in the sides on the teacher's editions that "For further 

reflection —" And then you can make those community and place-based. There's your 

opportunity. You can replace any of those problems with of course, your own problems. 
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Another stakeholder described their reasons for wanting to impart an appreciation for place in 

others. They shared:  

If you grew up in this place, I just feel like you should know about the place you 

grew up in. And the place where you were growing up in eastern Montana tells a 

really cool tale about dinosaurs and evolution and geology and — Growing up in a 

place and not knowing about that seems sad. And I think that disconnect from — 

when you get disconnected from the place then too, the further you get disconnected 

from its history, the more likely you are to abuse that place, I guess, or not respect 

it, I guess. Not everything has a forever. It's not all endless.  

The pride and appreciation of the place that participants live and work was also reflected 

in the extensive length of each interview. While participants in the pilot study answered all the 

questions in the interview protocol within an hour, all but one of the interviews with the nine 

participants in this study exceeded an hour with one interview lasting almost four hours over two 

sessions. For one participant, as the first session was concluding and they were consenting to a 

second interview time, this provided a moment of self-reflection. 

Researcher: I am grossly underestimating the time it takes to interview folks. 

Stakeholder: Only because you picked probably the-the people to interview here who are 

so excited to talk to you about our community. We can't say enough. 

Instilling this appreciation of their place in others is one of the reasons why these individuals 

continue to engage in partnership activities.  

Challenging Deficit Views of Place. These stakeholders also shared their ambitions to 

show others the strengths of their place, challenging deficit thinking in both community members 

and visitors. These teachers and museum stakeholders understood and actively critiqued negative 

rural stereotypes and assumptions they were taught and that are still prevalent in local, regional, 

and national contexts. These individuals shared stories of using place-conscious education 

created in partnership to encourage students to become informed, active participators in the 
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democratic process, specifically in rural contexts. The most recent partnership activity was a 

curriculum unit about a doctor who grew up in eastern Montana and went on to create eight of 

the 14 global childhood vaccines. One stakeholder passionately shared their reasons for their 

work in this partnership project: 

This is a curriculum about a local rural kid that grew up to be a doctor that changed 

billions of lives. And it's a story that students can connect with and say, "Hey, 

maybe I could be a scientist, too. It's not a handicap that I'm from rural. It's an 

advantage." And that's the story that the curriculum teaches. And that's why rural 

schools are more likely to pick it up. It's positive. It's a positive rural story. So I 

think for kids, the impact is to learn that rural communities can do it too. Rural 

residents can do it too.  

This curriculum was personal for this stakeholder. During the interview, they shared their own 

experience of growing up in a rural area: 

When you come from a rural community, there's a big narrative out there of "Well, 

you might as well go to a trade school, or you are too much. Like, "You're destined 

for a city because of your talents. You can't be the full person, the full potential in 

a rural community." That's the narrative I grew up with. And I had to leave and go 

to that big city to realize, "Oh, no, no, no, no. No, I want to be rural. I can make a 

difference rural and I'm not wasting anything. This is equally important to be going 

to a big city." And for others like me too, who all grew up in rural areas to come 

back to them and see that that impact and then that's really cool. 

A teacher described this recent curriculum unit with emotion as well, recounting the types of 

conversations they had with students, as if they were speaking directly to them. They shared: 

So that helps our students here to have a worldview. And programs like the 

Hilleman project really, really helped us expand beyond — "Yes, there's a 

significance to me and this place mattered because this gentleman grew up right 

down the road. That's the place that matters, but what he developed was for the 

world.  

Later in the conversation, this teacher described their involvement in this latest project. As they 

explained the timing of the curriculum, the workload involved in writing the curriculum and 
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creating the final project, and the partners they shared this experience with, they candidly 

avowed, “I mean, it was by far the most meaningful, the most meaningful time in my career.” 

Every participant in this study described in some way how these partnership activities 

engage students in questioning and exploring their own place and their community. One museum 

stakeholder described their understanding of teachers’ reasons for continuing to actively 

participate in the partnership, including all four of the overall themes – a focus on students, a 

vision for the whole community, beliefs about personal contributions, and the value of place: 

Yeah, so [teachers’] motivation, of course, primarily the students they are teaching 

and they're being able to help them. That's what teachers want to do. They want to 

give [students] the tools to succeed in life and the knowledge. And especially the 

teachers that I work with, they're very connected and love their place and love 

aspects, of course, to their place in their history. And to have a way to do that and 

pass that on to their kids. I think it is a lot of work, but they're not the only ones that 

are asked to do the work. So, you sort of see this camaraderie build up like we're 

all working together on our goal and we're all putting in a lot of work. And that's 

why I try to put in exponential amounts of work. So people know when I ask, they 

know that I am not going to just like, "Hey, this would be cool. Great. Thanks for 

doing it for me. Take credit." So that it's all like, "Oh yeah, yeah, I would love to 

work with [them], because (they) gets it done. (They) do it well, and (they) work 

just as hard."  

Factors that Shape the Activities of the Partnership 

 To understand the factors that stakeholders identify that shape the activities of the 

partnership, this study’s interview protocol included questions designed to approach this question 

in different ways. From these interviews, stakeholders identified two elements that shape their 

partnership activities: (1) community anchor institutions and (2) activity logistics. 

Community Anchor Institutions 

In this study, the local school and the museum are conceptualized as community anchors. 

Both institutions form and strengthen community ties through their roles as individual 
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institutions and as partners. One museum stakeholder shared their own definition of the term 

community anchor as it relates to their community: 

The community definitely has anchor institutions. Traditional anchor institutions 

are institutions that have a lot of employees and are guaranteed to be around. They 

have that longevity. So they're traditionally the school, the government, county 

government in our case, and the hospital. Museums and libraries are other potential 

anchor institutions. The challenge is that they don't fit the "employ a lot of people" 

requirement, but I think their impact is equal. And especially with us in Carter 

County, the museum does have a history of longevity. It's been here for over 80 

years and it will be here for another eighty or eight hundred probably. Who knows, 

depending on what the world does in the meantime. But the museum will be here, 

and it's counted on being here. And I think it's also a community anchor institution 

because it's able to have an impact on the community, not just in stewarding history, 

but also in driving economic benefits to the community.  

While other stakeholders were not as direct with their perception of the museum and school as 

community anchors, their responses to the interview questions were aligned with this definition 

and described factors that shape partnership activities. These factors, related to the theme of 

community anchor institutions include: (1) institutions as leaders; (2) institutions as the heart of a 

community; (3) institutions as rural; and (4) institutions with vision.  

Institutions as Leaders. As community anchor institutions, both the school and the 

museum in this case study can be seen as leaders in their field. During interviews, stakeholders, 

especially teachers, explained the leadership role that the school has taken in recent years in 

supporting other schools regionally. In the 2017-2018 school year, the American Federation of 

Teachers (AFT) recognized Ekalaka Public Schools by featuring the school in national 

campaigns about public education and collaboration. One teacher described how Ekalaka was 

selected: 

[AFT] had a national convention and they decided that they wanted to focus on 

different things. And one of the things they want to focus on was schools being the 

heart of your community. So, [AFT] called (name), president of Montana's teachers 

union at that time. (They've) since retired. [AFT] said, "Hey, do you know any 
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small schools where —" (They're) like, "Yeah, [an Ekalaka Public Schools 

teacher]," because (they were) on the Montana Board of Public Education. They 

said, "OK," so they came, and they took video of school kids coming off the school 

buses and they took the whole thing of video about me doing projects at the museum 

that exists out there. …And so, yeah, this [video] focused on the school being part 

of a community and our relationship. 

The Carter County Museum is also a nationally recognized leader with international 

relationships. The museum is a member of the Kumamoto Montana Natural Science Museums 

Association, Museum Association of Montana, Mountain Plains Museum Association, and the 

Society of Vertebrate Paleontology. They are a sister museum to the Museum of the Rockies in 

Bozeman Montana, and a non-federal repository for Bureau of Land Management (BLM) fossils. 

The museum is also a NASA affiliate. As a result of the most recent partnership activity, the 

latest curriculum developed by the museum and local teachers, this project was featured in a 

roundtable presentation during a national conference of American Alliance of Museums and the 

related exhibit and curriculum produced by the Carter County Museum is included on the 

Smithsonian Institution’s website. Additionally, the museum is able to host students seeking 

higher education as a result of their qualified staff. One stakeholder explained: “Most museums 

don't have the ability to have interns or college or Ph.D. students coming in to do specific 

research projects based on that museum, based on the information in that museum.” This 

stakeholder then argued that this is not a necessary requirement for museums. They explained, 

“That's why it's also more critical to have a good relationship with your local high school or 

school system because that is your young lifeblood if you're not already tied to a university 

research program.” Because of the academic qualifications of the staff of Carter County Museum 

and institutional relationships, this museum is a leader in their field. 
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Institutions as the Heart of a Community. Like all museums, the Carter County Museum 

safeguards objects and histories that form the community’s cultural shared identity, holding the 

community’s memories for future generations. Participants in this study described how the 

Carter County Museum is the trusted keeper of the community's knowledge and history. At the 

time of this study, the museum was collecting submissions for their community history book, 

Shifting Scenes, published by the museum every decade. One stakeholder describes this book: 

That's where the history lies. And that's where so many people — local folks 

coming through — are coming through to see, like, "Oh, I found these extra pictures 

that we might be able to expand the section on my great aunt or what have you." 

These things like that, they come and go where it's — that's going to be a part of 

the museum forever. 

While the museum actively captures the current stories of its community, stakeholders also 

described their dedication to building on the museum’s legacy. One individual explained: 

I think success between the school and the museum is furthering the legacy of the 

relationship. From the schoolhouse that's out here — from the museum that was at 

the basement of the school, from Walter Peck and Marshall Lambert, to where we 

are now. To just further that legacy and build that legacy into something — to build 

off that into the future.  

This was such an important concept that it was emphasized again by a stakeholder in a follow-up 

interview. One of the study’s participants described how they feel that it is an incredible honor 

that Marshall Lambert led the way. They explained that these partners chose to continue his 

legacy and hope they continue its success. Stakeholders expressed gratitude to be able to share 

his story and explained how they work to ensure the museum’s long-term success. One person 

explained that “making sure that as many people as possible have a positive experience 

appropriately with the museum, is going to guarantee the long-term success of the museum.” 

Institutions as Rural. Participants in this study described with pride the important role of 

the school and the museum in their community. Throughout these interviews, stakeholders were 
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asked to define the term rural while reflecting on the role of the school and the museum in the 

same conversation. For both teachers and museum stakeholders, answers to these questions 

influenced the other.  

Teachers shared the advantages of rural schools and teaching in rural places. Two of the 

four teachers that participated in this study previously taught in “county schools,” or single-

school districts with smaller enrollments that reported directly to the county school 

superintendent. All four teachers described the autonomy they have in personalizing student 

learning because of the smaller sizes of rural schools. One teacher explained, “In Carter County, 

each school is responsible for purchasing their own curriculum. In [another] County, they 

purchase books, and you go check them out from the superintendent’s office.” The independence 

to select curriculum for students was echoed by two of the other three teachers as well.  

Teachers also described their appreciation for their responsibility to teach multiple grades 

and subjects as rural school teachers. One teacher shared: 

The good part is that you get to teach every subject area at every grade level… You 

get to know every grade level. You get to know every different teaching strategy 

for trying to teach to younger kids and older kids. And you have to know all of the 

[subject areas] like you don't going to pick one. If I were in a big city, I'd be stuck 

in maybe [one subject] for 50 years. You know? And that's all I would teach is like 

freshman [subject]. And I think that would get boring for me. Whereas in the rural 

area, it's kind of the opposite but the same. I get to teach every grade level and I get 

to teach every subject area. So I think it really makes the teacher well-rounded and 

better as a teacher to get to experience that. It's hard though because you have to be 

flexible with the different age groups. So that's always the challenge. "How do I 

better connect with this age group?" And then the next year, it's like, "How do I 

better connect with that age group?" So, there's always a good challenge. 

This same teacher also described a more challenging aspect to being a rural school teacher. They 

shared, “When I first started teaching here, I was teaching grades 8 through 12. So, the tricky 

part there is as the only [subject] teacher, if the kids don't like me, they're stuck with me for five 
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years.” Another teacher described the relationships of a small rural school as an advantage for 

building strong family relationships. They shared: 

I would say that teachers in rural schools have a lot more autonomy than they do in 

a lot of other places. That especially — I've had more opportunities since Facebook 

to join groups and things. I'm like, "Whoa." [laughs] "I am, I am blessed to be in a 

rural area." I know all my kids’ parents… I can go through my classroom and there's 

very few [students] that I have not taught or a older sibling or a [relative]. There is 

no hesitation ever to call parents. I have personal relationships with all of my 

parents.  

Just as rural schools have unique advantages, so do rural museums. Stakeholders 

described the unique exhibit content and interpretation of rural museums, as well as the 

museum’s board members, funding sources, and collections focused on place. Personal stories 

illustrate how the Carter County Museum is a labor of love with loyal supporters and 

personalized experiences. One stakeholder described the museum’s collections: 

So. I just — It just feels — and a lot of things are from the community, it's from 

here. "Oh, this is out by Mill Iron." Or "This is from —" The beaded dress is from 

the lady who used to serve them lunch.  

Another expanded on this idea: 

The museum is the county's museum. It's our museum. It's the community's 

museum. And the primary goal is to tell the story of the space… rural museums are 

really, pretty much a very tiny space. So, our mission is not to bring in — it's to tell 

the history of this area.  

In one explanation of the most recent partnership activities between the museum and the school, 

one stakeholder cited the advantage rural museums have in designing and implementing a place-

conscious approach to education. They explained: 

You have the advantage as a rural museum that talks about personal histories. And 

maybe even — this is the cool thing about rural museums — they can use these 

personal histories to then really connect with their clientele, their visitorship and 

make an impact that they wouldn't be able to traditionally make. Because for the 

same reasons why no one's going to go to Carter County to see a replica of the 
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Rosetta Stone. It's — this isn't — "Oh, yeah, it's like that's happening in D.C. that's 

happening here. That's happening elsewhere." 

To this point, one of the participants who was interviewed in the museum reflected on the objects 

they could see around them in a reflection about the word community. “Yeah. Well, and just 

looking around, you know, community, everybody who wanted to has their brand with their 

name. That's all community. And everything about this small museum is community.”  

Stakeholders also described their flexibility to be creative and innovative, a characteristic 

typically not associated with larger museums. During one story, a stakeholder exclaimed: 

Something really needs to be done with them right now. Oh! What can rural 

museums do? Pivot! What can they do? Put an exhibit together in two weeks and 

put it on display because they don't have rules about when exhibits are changing. 

This flexibility and innovation align with the reasons partners describe for why they continue to 

participate in partnership activities. While those reasons focused on individual flexibility, in the 

story shared by this museum stakeholder, the institutional flexibility to be creative leads to 

unique opportunities for rural museums.  

Institutions with Vision. The community anchor institutions in this study both shared a 

strong vision for the future and provided steady guidance when presented with opportunities. As 

an institution, the museum thoughtfully capitalizes on opportunities that support their plan for the 

future. Stakeholders leverage their flexibility and relationships to accomplish ambitious goals. 

The most recent partnership activity, created amid the COVID-19 pandemic, illustrated a shared 

vision between the museum stakeholders and teachers to teach about the process of scientific 

inquiry and vaccine development through the story of a local Montanan, Dr. Maurice Hilleman. 

In telling the story about seizing this recent opportunity, one museum stakeholder described their 

reaction: “This thing is happening. We need to do something about it. We are, in fact, in a 



150 

position to do something about it.” A teacher shared a similar description of capitalizing on an 

opportunity to further support a shared vision for their community. They described the sense of 

urgency to create a curriculum with the museum: “Now is the time. We should be highlighting 

this man's life. And it gives us a good way to talk about vaccines." This was one example of how 

these museum stakeholders and teachers have vision, goals for their students and community, 

and actively capitalize on opportunities to work towards these ambitions.  

Partnership Activity Logistics 

In addition to the ways that the community anchor institutions in this study influence the 

partnership, these activities were also shaped by the practical logistics required to design and 

implement partnership activities. Teachers and museum stakeholders described three factors in 

this theme: (1) a dedication to find funding; (2) prioritizing partnership activities; and (3) 

solution-focused innovation.  

Dedication to Find Funding. The activities designed and implemented as a result of this 

partnership, required funding beyond the regular operational budgets of the museum and the 

school. To implement these partnership activities, stakeholders demonstrated a dedication to 

finding financial support, including one-time project-based grants as well as securing long-term 

funding to support growth. One museum stakeholder explained how they find funding, “So being 

creative on ways that you look for funding for these projects. You don't have to do it all yourself 

or foot the bill all yourself.” Another museum stakeholder described the museum’s commitment 

to funding partnership activities -- “We do a lot of things as a group to make sure that there's 

adequate funds available to put those programs together and that there's time set aside for the 

staff to work on those.”  
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Prioritizing Partnership Activities. The participants in this study described partnership 

activities as valuable and therefore they intentionally dedicated time and resources to these 

activities. Teachers shared the competing priorities that factor into the partnership. One 

explained:  

I think that we all think we don't have time. And, you know, a lot of Class C schools. 

It's really unfortunate, but that's also a lot of rural schools have gone to a four-day 

school week and what ended up getting eliminated in all of that was a lab. These 

are very great labs. But what ends up getting pushed to the side is that Friday 

afternoon thing, when a lot of the kids are gone, or maybe not gone, to a sporting 

event, where you get to take kids to the museum because you know, that these five 

kids that are right here are super interested in projectile points. And they would love 

to have not the rest of their class, leaning over their — they'd love to have their own 

interests in that one special area where the rest of the students weren't competing 

for attention. So, I think we lost a lot in Class C schools when we went — a lot 

more than you can even put on paper maybe. But we lost the lab concept. 

Another teacher also described their challenge in balancing priorities with a four-day school 

week: 

And it's easy not to because, "We have all these standards, and we have a four-day 

week, and we have long days, or my kids are exhausted, and we have –" You know. 

So, it's easy just to put those things aside. …And I know it's just one more thing, it 

seems like one more thing, but if you do one a year, then that next year you can use 

that one thing and one thing more. And in that next year you could do three things, 

you know. So, you only have to prep for one thing every year.” 

This teacher challenged the perception that partnership activities are simply “one more thing” 

they have to do, instead they described how these activities can be balanced with other priorities. 

A third teacher offered another suggestion to working within the school day structure while also 

prioritizing partnership activities: 

So if you design your lesson right, you can get a really meaningful lesson out of it. 

And in the one-hour time period. And then, they're always —they're open a lot. So, 

it's always easy for us to come back the next day too. Like, "Let's finish collecting 

that data tomorrow." 
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Partnership activities require time and resources, and these factors shape partnership activities. 

Teachers in this study shared how they find solutions to prioritize partnership activities alongside 

other responsibilities. 

Solution-Focused Innovation. Like funding, all partnership activities require practical 

logistical support. For teachers, transportation is a common challenge in implementing 

partnership activities. Stakeholders described two examples of how the school and museum 

found innovative solutions to challenges. One teacher described a solution specific to the unique 

nature of rural contexts where museums and schools are typically located within walking 

distance of each other 

But when you're this small, you — in a very, very small school like that, you know, 

you're going to do a field trip — you've got to put them on a bus and go somewhere. 

And when those things are cut, and that funding is not available, or your school 

week is too short to do bus trips anymore, you have to find places in town that help 

kids expand and help you expand your curriculum and that help kids get out of the 

building. And how cool it is to have a museum right here. And it's solid and it's 

founded on the standards. And it's based in what's good education. 

Another stakeholder described how the school and the museum came together to transport a large 

educational kit of museum materials to other communities in the state. They explained: 

I mean financially for the success of the MAIA trunk — not having to FedEx it 

from community to community, and just aligning it with the school's sports 

program, where they're already bussing from community to community, hauling a 

bunch of football gear. Throw this trunk in the back of the bus. 

This solution-focused mindset was described by multiple stakeholders. Through a dedication to 

finding funding, prioritizing partnership activities, and innovative problem-solving, museum 

stakeholders and teachers were able to energize and sustain partnership activities.  
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Summary of Results 

The purpose of this instrumental case study was to examine the motivating reasons why 

stakeholders from community anchor institutions establish and sustain a partnership to design 

and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context. Stakeholders from an 

established partnership between two anchor institutions — a small museum and its local K-12 

school district — identified reasons that they established and sustained a partnership in a rural 

context. Semi-structured interviews, field notes, and document analysis provided insight to the 

reasons for the establishment and continuation of the partnership. Participants often shared 

historical context and key stories that described the community and community members before 

directly answering each question, which offered important context and set the tone for each 

interview.  

In recounting reasons for entering a partnership, participants defined and described 

overarching constructs including relational relationships and community. Many of the study’s 

participants shared how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted them, their partners, and the whole 

community. The reasons stakeholders offered for continuing to participate in partnership 

activities fell into four categories: a focus on students, a vision for the whole community, beliefs 

about personal contributions, and the value of place. Teachers and museum stakeholders 

described two themes that encompassed the factors that shape the activities of this partnership 

including the museum and schools’ roles as community anchor institutions and the practical 

logistics of implementing partnership activities.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This dissertation study was designed to investigate the reasons why a partnership between 

two community anchor institutions was created and sustained over time. This is particularly 

important to study in rural contexts, which have been somewhat overlooked by researchers and 

scholars for years (Lewis, 1992). The activities of this partnership focused on designing and 

implementing a place-conscious approach to education, which values partnerships with the 

community, connects students to a tangible, local version of a global issue, and helps student 

realize they have real potential address issues, including those related to health and safety, as part 

of the world community (Vander Ark et al., 2020). This study specifically set out to investigate 

the motivating reasons why stakeholders from community anchor institutions established and 

sustained a partnership to design and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a 

rural context. To accomplish this task, the study was guided by the following research questions:  

1. What reasons do stakeholders identify for entering and exiting a partnership? 

2. What reasons do stakeholders identify for continuing to actively participate in a 

partnership? 

3. What factors do stakeholders identify that shape the activities of a partnership? 

This chapter presents a summary and interpretation of the results of the investigation and 

provides an evaluation of the approach used to collect and analyze the data. Finally, this chapter 
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describes the study’s contributions to literature, its implications for professional practice and 

possible avenues for further study. 

Summary and Interpretation of the Main Findings 

The main findings of this study provided insight into the rural community of study while 

contributing to an understanding of the reasons why stakeholders from community anchor 

institutions establish and sustain a partnership to design and implement a place-conscious 

approach to education in a rural context. These main findings are presented through four themes: 

appreciating the rural context; relational partnerships: expanding the meaning of partnership; 

reasons stakeholders join and continue in partnerships; and factors that shape partnership 

activities. 

Appreciating the Rural Context 

This instrumental case study took place within and for a rural community. Core to 

interpreting the findings of this study is an understanding and appreciation of this rural context. 

Howley and Howley (2014) advise that for those raised in urban and suburban areas, “getting to 

an appreciative stance means relinquishing the sense of superiority tangled up with metro-centric 

economic and cultural privilege” (p. 8). As a researcher from an outside community and with an 

intention of sharing this rural community’s story, it is important to emphasize that defining and 

describing rurality is complex, multi-faceted, and deeply personal for the rural residents in this 

study. Rural has been described as both a locality and a social construct (Brown & Schafft, 

2019), which is consistent with how the participants in this study describe their rurality as well.  
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 The participants in this study used several different parameters to define and explain what 

rurality meant to them. For example, they included the socio-geographic descriptions of rurality 

used by NCES to objectively classify urban, suburban, and rural areas. They also commonly 

used population and distance to larger population centers with amenities like fast food and large 

retail stores to quantify rural. However, even in these quantifiable descriptions, participants 

rejected using deficit-oriented descriptions of rural focused on the absence or lack of amenities in 

their rural community. The use of deficit narratives tends to reflect a metrocentric way of 

thinking which fails to incorporate the complexity and diversity of rurality (Azano et al., 2019; 

C. Howley & Howley, 2014). However, in this study, stakeholders provided rich descriptions of 

their rural identities built from within, of how they see themselves and their communities as rural 

(Azano et al., 2019; Brown & Schafft, 2019), contributing to the understanding that life in a rural 

community cannot be fully captured empirically (Marietta & Marietta, 2020). In this rural 

context, stakeholders described themselves as being rural based on their lifestyles and how they 

make their living, their relationships, and their values.  

Rural as Lifestyle. Carter County’s rolling prairies have a strong ranching industry with 

beef cattle production agriculture providing employment and income for many residents. 

However, this industry is more than an economic driver. Participants in this study described 

ranching and farming and their agricultural way of live as their rural identity. While population 

density and distance to amenities provided a general baseline to compare their community to 

other towns and cities, the agricultural lifestyle was an important distinction within participants’ 

descriptions of rurality. Furthermore, participants also defined their rurality by comparing to 

other sparsely populated areas whose industries are dairy cattle or oil and gas industries, and 
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described how beef cattle production is connected with a different approach to managing the 

area’s natural resources.   

 Rural as Relationships. Another essential understanding of rurality is the importance of 

relationships. Population density can be described quantitatively; however, it can also be 

understood through the human experience of smaller-sized communities. Participants in this 

study emphasized their strong, deep, and stable family ties and social networks (Marietta & 

Marietta, 2020). In this study, stakeholders describe how community members are connected 

through multiple roles and touchpoints; how teachers’ lives intersect with those of their students 

in multiple ways beyond the classroom; and how community members work and live together 

despite differences and conflicts. As one stakeholder described, “How many people can you 

(upset) before you can't pick up your mail?” Relationships in rural communities are critical to 

everyday life. 

 Rural as Values. Embedded in participants’ explanations of their relationships were 

shared descriptions of rural values. Stakeholders described their responsibility to help others, 

digging neighbors out of the snow or taking care of each other in times of need, despite 

differences. Stakeholders told stories of their long histories with their community, both personal 

and familial. Community members described knowing each other well through generations of 

living and working together. This long history leads to deep connections where community 

members have close relationships and know each other from their childhood years through their 

adult lives. With these histories, participants described a responsibility to each other and the 

community. 
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To interpreting the findings of this study in and for a rural community, it is critical to 

understand and appreciate this rural context. Scholars argue that “until we begin to better 

understand the needs of rural communities, our rural schools will continue in the shadows, 

expected to implement education in a way that was designed for urban realities” (Marietta & 

Marietta, 2020, p. 13). The community of Ekalaka has special rural advantages and strengths, 

including the agricultural lifestyle and how residents make their living, their deep multi-

generational relationships, and their values of responsibility. 

Relational Partnerships: Expanding the Meaning of Partnership 

 This instrumental case study examines the reasons why stakeholders establish and sustain 

a partnership. As such, it is also essential to understand how stakeholders understand and define 

the term partnership in this context. Partnership is used so frequently that it has acquired 

different meanings in different contexts, thus, making the use of this word complex and 

ambiguous. Therefore, it was not surprising that the participants in is this study hesitated the use 

the word partnership to describe the work between the two community anchor institutions — the 

K-12 school district and the museum. All but one of the stakeholders interviewed offered 

alternative terminology for the relationship between the museum and the school, including 

relationship, loose relationship, cooperative relationship, informal partnership, collaboration, and 

the museum as a resource or extension of the school.  

During the member checking process, stakeholders responded positively to the 

suggestion of a relational partnership to describe the working connection between the school 

and the museum. The term relational partnership is relatively new in the literature, with most of 

its use in the field of education stemming from research in mentoring and nursing education. 
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Cash and Moffitt (2021) describe relational and caring partnerships “grown through a process of 

mutuality and reciprocity, and based on relational ethics, authenticity, and solidarity” (p.1). 

While this term may be newly introduced in the literature, scholars and practitioners have 

recognized the importance of social relationships in partnerships for decades. Partnerships have 

been described as “the development of a set of social relationships within and between the school 

and its local community that promote action” (Bauch, 2001, p. 207). Bauch (2001) continues to 

describe how these partnerships promote agency within a community through social interactions, 

mutual trust, and relationships. In this study, the use of the term relational partnership 

intentionally recognizes the importance of the social relationships in the partnership activities 

within this rural context. This is a significant shift away from previous definitions of partnerships 

as transactional, which tended to be based on less personal interactions between individuals 

formally representing institutions. With an understanding of the importance of both the relational 

aspects of a partnership and the critical role that relationships play in everyday rural life, this is a 

significant extension of previous definitions of partnerships in rural contexts.   

Reasons Stakeholders Join and Continue in Relational Partnerships 

 The purpose of this instrumental case study was to examine the motivating reasons why 

stakeholders established and sustained a partnership in a rural context. The reasons participants 

offered reflected their willingness to form a relational partnership and provided insight regarding 

the factors that shape partnership activities, and the reasons why partners persevere through 

challenges and continue working towards a shared outcome. While the partnership in this case 

study was established several decades ago, this study found that participants interlaced their 

personal reasons for joining and continuing in a relational partnership, suggesting that the 
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reasons that motivate these stakeholders to join the relationship overlap with their reasons for 

continuing to participate in partnership activities. Core to their reasons were multifaceted 

descriptions of their community.  

The relational partnership between the members of the two community anchor 

institutions in this study used a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context. The 

partnership between these two institutions was formed more than 85 years ago when the museum 

was founded in the basement of the county high school and has resulted in multiple partnership 

activities with generations of teachers and museum stakeholders. The most recent partnership 

activities began to flourish again in 2013, through the development of a place-conscious 

curriculum unit that teaches growth curves by measuring and studying cattle and dinosaur 

femurs. This project involved two teachers and two stakeholders from Carter County Museum. 

In the following eight years, teachers and museum stakeholders developed two more large 

curriculum units, facilitated scores of class visits and field trips, and created multiple custom 

programs. The success of this partnership led to the creation of the museum’s Teacher Advisory 

Council and the involvement of additional museum staff, interns, and volunteers in designing 

and implementing place-conscious education activities. 

Motivating Reasons. Both teachers and museum stakeholders described their motivating 

reasons for participating in partnership activities as primarily driven by a focus on students. In 

addition to this central reason, stakeholders also described three interrelated reasons for their 

ongoing involvement: a vision for the whole community, beliefs about personal contributions, 

and the value of place. These three additional themes, centered around students, are both 

independent concepts and can also only exist in relationship with each other. Each of these three 
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themes are independent and unique reasons; yet the stories participants shared, and partnership 

activities described illustrate that these themes are also interconnected. For example, a vision for 

the whole community is closely tied to beliefs about personal contributions and the value of 

place. These independent, yet closely related themes together describe the reasons why teachers 

and museum stakeholders joined and continued to participate in partnership activities. Figure 3 

models these reasons why stakeholders join and continue to participate in a relational partnership 

in a rural context. Table 2 outlines these four themes including a description of each along with 

related reasons. 

 

Figure 3. Motivating reasons for stakeholder participation in a relational partnership to design 

and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context. 
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Reason Description Related reasons 

A focus on 

students 

Students’ 

knowledge, skills, 

and attitudes are 

developed through 

partnership 

activities  

(1) Personalizing learning experiences  

(2) Instilling an appreciation for lifelong learning  

(3) Fostering student interest  

(4) Elevating the value of learning outside of the 

classroom  

(5) Prioritizing an enjoyment in learning 

A vision for the 

whole 

community 

Partnership 

activities actualize a 

plan for the 

community’s 

success and future  

 

(1) Promoting community-driven economic 

growth 

(2) Recruiting new residents 

(3) Demonstrating an ethic of care 

(4) Committing to the long horizon 

(5) Building relationships and fostering belonging 

(6) Creating a welcoming place that centers 

community 

(7) Communicating collaboratively and openly  

Beliefs about 

personal 

contributions 

Individual feelings 

of responsibility to 

partnership 

activities 

(1) Individuals as a catalyst for change 

(2) Personal agency 

(3) Individual passion for partnership activities  

(4) Core values related to community 

(5) Cultivating innovation and the willingness to 

take risks  

(6) Learning and growth of leaders 

The value of 

place 

Using partnership 

activities to share 

the importance of 

place 

(1) Promoting an appreciation of place  

(2) Challenging deficit views of place 

Table 2. Reasons why stakeholders participate in a relational partnership to design and 

implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context. 
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A Relational Partnership: A Focus on Students. Students are at the center of stakeholders’ 

reasons for partnership activities between stakeholders from Carter County Museum and Ekalaka 

Public Schools. Previous research on the motivating reasons for stakeholders establishing and 

sustaining partnerships in education and museum-school partnerships have focused primarily on 

field trip activities (D. Anderson & Zhang, 2003; Geary, 2018; Karnezou et al., 2013; Kisiel, 

2003, 2005; Osterman & Sheppard, 2010; Storksdieck, 2001, 2004). These studies were based on 

long-standing assumptions that museums and schools are motivated by a focus on students 

(Sheppard, 1993), and helped to articulate teachers’ motivating reasons for participation While 

scholars and practitioners have organized and classified these reasons in different ways, there are 

clear commonalities in these student-oriented reasons.  

The use of the term partnership in these previous studies was often implicitly used in this 

context as transactional, describing the reasons why teachers take students on one-time field 

trips. In transactional partnerships, institutions are concerned with achieving their own individual 

goals, with partnership activities leaving each organization unchanged (Butcher et al., 2010). In 

the case of museums and schools, transactional partnerships are often measured by field trip 

attendance numbers. However, in the relational partnership described in this study, stakeholders 

focused their descriptions on their ongoing work together that had lasted several years, 

emphasizing the relationships they had built over time. These long-term relationships contributed 

to multiple ongoing partnership activities with a focus on students, including supporting students 

beyond the classroom. This is a critical new insight for stakeholders from community anchor 

institutions intending to create and sustain partnerships, especially in rural contexts.  
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In describing the motivating reasons why they participate in partnership activities, 

stakeholders described how they focus on students including personalizing learning experiences, 

instilling an appreciation for lifelong learning, fostering student interest, elevating the value of 

learning outside of the classroom, and prioritizing an enjoyment in learning. These motivating 

reasons are fully aligned with findings from previous studies, linking the transactional 

descriptions of museum-school partnerships and school-community partnerships of previous 

studies to the reasons why stakeholders in this study engaged and sustained a relational 

partnership. Stakeholders in this study described ways they personalized learning experiences to 

students’ strengths, needs, skills, and interests. This finding supports previous descriptions of 

teachers’ motivating reasons for field trips in particular including descriptions of connecting to 

classroom curriculum, providing learning experiences, bringing curriculum to life, making cross-

curricular experiences, and exposing students to new experiences (D. Anderson & Zhang, 2003; 

Geary, 2018; Karnezou et al., 2013; Kisiel, 2003, 2005; Storksdieck, 2001, 2004).  

In keeping with previous research, this study also found that stakeholders were motivated 

by instilling an appreciation for lifelong learning in students and fostering an interest in students 

(Kisiel, 2003, 2005). Encouraging an appreciation for lifelong learning and increasing student 

interest can also be described as impacts or outcomes of educational activities, including those in 

partnership between schools, museums, and other community anchor institutions (e.g., Falk & 

Dierking, 1997; Falk et al., 2007).  

Finally, participants in this study identified a desire to elevate the value of learning 

outside of the classroom and prioritizing an enjoyment in learning as two additional reasons they 

participate in partnership activities. Kisiel (2003, 2005) described both of these reasons in their 
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research on teachers’ motivating reasons for field trips, documenting that teachers were 

motivated by providing a change of setting and providing students with an enjoyable experience. 

In this study, stakeholders reasoned that partnership activities created an opportunity to get 

students out of the classroom and change their everyday routine while also highlighting the joy 

in learning using partnership activities. 

While a focus on students has been previously documented by studies in motivating 

reasons for partnership, the findings from this study offer an important extension to previous 

research. Research to date has included limited exploration of the motivating reasons for 

stakeholders who participate in educational partnerships. Most of the literature about these 

partnerships focuses on outcomes, impacts, and factors that shape partnership activities with 

transactional activities like field trips being the focus of the partnership. Research documenting 

teachers’ motivating reasons for including field trip experiences in their curriculum has been 

limited to teacher perspectives and focuses on developing the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of 

students. This study adds to the literature by highlighting the role that a community and place as 

motivating reasons for moving beyond a transactional partnership to establishing and sustaining 

a relational partnership in a rural context.  

A Relational Partnership: A Vision for the Whole Community. In describing their reasons 

for why they join and continue to be a part of partnership activities, stakeholders described their 

visions for their community. Embedded in their visions and motivating reasons, were 

descriptions of how they conceptualize community. Brown and Schafft (2019) described 

community in a rural context: “Being a part of a community implies a long-term, continuous, 

social interaction that contributes to the formation of personal identity, and to social and 
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economic production and reproduction” (p. 65). In this study, stakeholders described a 

commitment to the long horizon, a long-term dedication to living and working together, building 

resilience through challenges, loss, and frustration. As described by Brown and Schafft (2019), 

this long-term commitment leads to a shared sense of belonging, of “we-ness.” Participants in 

this study described how partnership activities have built mutual trust, friendship, and 

camaraderie, as well as feelings of security and support, creating a welcoming place centered on 

community. Described by some scholars as a social system (Brown & Schafft, 2019; Flora et al., 

2016), partners in this study described ways they worked together to find the solutions to the 

needs of everyday life such as making a living, education, and protecting public safety (Brown & 

Schafft, 2019; Warren, 1978), through open communication processes. As a result, partnership 

activities were described as a way to promote community-driven economic growth and recruit 

new residents, including motivating reasons to encourage the next generation to stay or return to 

the community as adults. Participants in this study also described the shared values and norms of 

their community, with partnership activities guided by an ethic of care (Noddings, 2007). 

Throughout their interviews, stakeholders described the importance of caring and relationships as 

both an element and a goal of partnership activities. Previous research about motivating reasons 

for partnerships has tended to isolate partnership activities from the overarching vision of the 

community of study. This study, conducted within and for a rural community, challenges this 

separation by documenting how a community’s vision provides a reason why stakeholders 

participate in partnership activities.  

A Relational Partnership: Beliefs about Personal Contributions. In addition to their 

community-based reasons for continuing to participate in partnership activities, teachers and 
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museum stakeholders described their beliefs about their personal contributions to their 

community as reasons they continue to be a part of partnership activities. Bauch (2001) 

advocates that rural school-community partnerships promote agency within a community 

through social interactions. This study found that stakeholders’ personal agency, or the belief 

that individuals can drive their own actions and contribute to outcomes, was a reason why 

stakeholders engaged in partnership activities. During the member checking process, participants 

in this study reflected on the personal contributions they have to the relational partnership, 

emphasizing that this personal agency is true to rural places because of the smaller population 

size. In urban areas, a diffusion of responsibility can reduce an individual’s tendency to take 

action. Stakeholders described their multiple roles in the community through this lens. 

Participants in this study also described the ways they act as catalysts for change, 

sparking partnership activities and promoting agency in others. Teachers and museum 

stakeholders shared their own stories and praised their partners for the ways individuals have 

personally shaped partnership activities. Framed in the community’s core values and an ethic of 

care, participants in this study demonstrated that through individual passions and interest in the 

activities of the partnership or their desires to learn and grow as leaders, stakeholders served as 

catalysts for change. While individuals have sparked different partnership activities, this 

relational partnership’s culture of innovation and their willingness to take risks have provided a 

supportive environment for these leaders.  

A Relational Partnership: The Value of Place. The final reason that stakeholders 

described as a motivating reason they join and stay in a relational partnership was to promote an 

appreciation of place and challenge deficit views of place. Participants in this study described the 
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place they live and work through their emotional connection, providing an understanding of their 

lived experiences in their unique space (Gruenewald, 2014). An appreciation of place infused 

every interview and all the data collected for this study. Teachers and museum stakeholders 

preserve and share the stories of their community; they promote the area as an attractive place to 

live; and instill in others a dedication to protecting this place. At the same time, stakeholders 

expressed a commitment to challenging deficit views of rural areas, sharing the assets and 

opportunities of their place as an example of the strengths and capacities of rural communities.  

Factors that Shape Partnership Activities 

Previous partnership research has extensively documented factors that shape partnership 

activities. Often described as promoting or constraining partnerships, these factors have been 

assembled from teachers, museum educators, and community members. In this study, two 

general factors were found to shape this relational partnership: the role of community anchor 

institutions and partnership activity logistics.  

Community Anchor Institutions. Community anchors institutions, including schools and 

museums, form and strengthen community ties through lifelong learning (Manjarrez et al., 2015), 

supporting learners of all ages in their roles as active, informed community members and 

supporting students as they become strands in the intricate web of people and relationships that 

make their community. In this study, the reputations of both the museum and the school, each 

recognized nationally as institutional leaders with strong visions for the future provided 

opportunities for these organizations, including funding and recognition, that may not have been 

available otherwise. At the same time, both the museum and the school are a central part of the 

community with each institution holding community knowledge, history, and providing core 
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services for residents. Being the heart of their community allows these institutions to ensure that 

partnership activities are designed to implement a place-conscious approach to education, 

specific to this community.  

Partnership Activity Logistics. In addition to the ways that these community anchor 

institutions shaped partnership activities, the logistics of facilitating activities were also 

described by stakeholders in this study. These factors have been well-documented in the 

literature with extensive descriptions of possible constructs argued to promote or constrain 

partnership activities between schools, museums, and other institutions. This study found three 

general factors that shape the logistics of partnership activities: a dedication to finding funding; 

prioritizing partnership activities; and a commitment to solution-focused innovation. Teachers 

and museum stakeholders explained the ways they worked together to ensure that both 

institutions could support the logistical needs of their shared activities.  

Place-Conscious Education 

Place-conscious education, like school-community partnerships, focuses on student 

learning based in meaningful experience and authentic instruction. Partnerships in place-

conscious education build a student’s sense of belonging in a community and their personal 

agency. Place-conscious education is a community-based effort connected to the well-being of 

community life (Gruenewald & Smith, 2014; Vander Ark et al., 2020). In this study, teachers and 

museums stakeholders described their intentions to focus learning on authentic investigations 

centered in their community through partnership activities. Stakeholders shared their intentions 

to instill in students an understanding that their health and safety is deeply connected to their 

place, as well as the people with whom they share this place, described by Theobald (1997) as 
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intradependence. This relational partnership focused on designing and implementing a place-

conscious approach to education. The stakeholders were committed to creating partnership 

activities that helped students become democratic members of their community and society. 

Based in a critical pedagogy of place, place-conscious education encourages learners to listen to 

their community and places and respond as active and informed citizens (Gruenewald, 2003b). 

Critical Pedagogy of Place 

The participants in this study actively criticized metrocentric ideologies of rural places, 

advocating instead for the inclusion of rural local knowledge and place-conscious education in 

schooling. These educators actively worked to help students understand the world around, 

challenge metrocentric “truths,” and challenge the social order where necessary (McLaren, 

2015). With this agenda, stakeholders in this study enacted a critical pedagogy of place described 

by Gruenewald (2003a): 

A critical pedagogy of place aims to contribute to the production of educational 

discourses and practices that explicitly examine the place-specific nexus between 

environment, culture, and education. It is a pedagogy linked to cultural and 

ecological politics, a pedagogy informed by an ethic of eco-justice (Bowers, 2001), 

and other socio-ecological traditions that interrogate the intersection between 

cultures and ecosystems (p. 10). 

 Teachers and museum stakeholders in this study demonstrated how teaching is a political 

act; how every decision, lesson, and curricula are connected to larger systems and ongoing and 

past histories (Azano et al., 2020). As educators, these participants articulated their 

responsibilities as supporting students in developing agency and compassion for local and global 

issues and challenges through a “healthy, historical, and contemporary sense of celebration and 

critique of local culture” (Brooke, 2003, p. 12). This study provides an example of how a critical 

pedagogy of place is actualized in a rural context, contributing to understanding that context 
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matters in education and curriculum can be more responsive to the local context by using place 

critically (Azano et al., 2020). 

Summary and Interpretation of Ancillary Findings 

 While examining the reasons why stakeholders join and continue in a relational 

partnership to design and implement a place-conscious approach to education in a rural context, 

this study offered three ancillary findings outside the explicit scope of the research questions. 

These findings extend the current literature in rural education research, expanding on important 

elements of partnerships in rural contexts, including rural education innovation, place-

attentiveness in rural education, and the reciprocity of rural education research.  

Rural Education Innovation 

 In examining why stakeholders participate in relational partnership activities, participants 

in this study revealed their innovative approaches to creating educational activities by pairing the 

unique assets of the school and the museum with the distinct strengths of each individual in the 

relational partnership. White and Downey (2021) describe rural education innovation through a 

lens of hope, suggesting that when new ideas, structures, or technological advances are 

developed with rural communities, transformation and ingenuity can build on and extend 

previous positive outcomes. White and Downey (2021) relate literature describing rural 

education innovation with research that demonstrates hope and resilience in rural education, 

defined as “a steadfast commitment to envisioning possible futures and taking action to bring 

that vision to reality” (p. 5). The community described in this research is a compelling example 

of hope and resilience, combining a vision for their community with a relentless dedication to 
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value-driven action. Stakeholders emotionally described coping with and overcoming the 

sadness, loss, and traumas resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic; they shared stories of 

working together through challenges from changes in community leaders; and they humbly 

described their dedication to improving the connectedness, livability, and equity of their 

community. Their most recent partnership activity, created amid this pandemic, embodies this 

steadfast commitment to envision positive futures. Teachers and museum stakeholders developed 

curriculum on the inspiring life of Dr. Maurice Hilleman, who was born in nearby Miles City, 

Montana, and laid the foundation for the modern fight against pandemic disease. These partners 

utilized an innovative, place-conscious approach to teach about the process of scientific inquiry 

and vaccine development through the story of this local Montanan during a time of division and 

fear. This relational partnership offers an example of how rural education innovation can emerge 

from adversity, inspiring a hopeful vision for students and a community.  

Place-Attentiveness 

Emerging from the findings of this study is also the concept of place-attentiveness 

recently described by White and Downey (2021). Using a rural social space model (Reid et al., 

2010), place-attentiveness builds on place-consciousness, encompassing the physical place, the 

social systems of living together in community, and the understanding of how place supports the 

local economy. White and Downey (2021) frame people and place with power as keys to rural 

education innovation. Here, power is not an external force or way to control others, but instead: 

“the influence, direction and creativity derived from deep rural identity and knowledge, and 

enacted to inform and interpret policy and practice in alignment with the vision, commitment and 

values of rural stakeholders” (p. 16). They go on to argue: 



173 

From this standpoint, individual and community agency is power. This power is 

enacted when rural residents and researchers, who recognise and appreciate the 

complex realities, strengths and inequities in their communities, work together to 

develop cohesive and coordinated practices attuned to the context and goals of the 

local rural community. Through this process, power can be used to build 

community capacity to design a course of action to reduce inequity and recalibrate 

programmes to better meet the complex demands of our times. 

In this case study, stakeholders described innovative partnership activities that demonstrated a 

commitment to challenging deficit views of rural, using individual and community agency to 

build greater awareness and appreciation of rural places.  

Reciprocity in Research 

Throughout this research study, my intention was to ensure this examination of a 

relationship between a small museum and a rural school happened within and for this rural 

community. As I explored this study’s research questions alongside the participants in this study, 

I shared in their self-reflection and considered how my previous experiences have shaped my 

understanding of this relational partnership. In the formulation of this study, during data 

collection, and through the analysis processes, the connections I shared with those in the research 

study provided reciprocal reflection and learning. As a result of this research, I offer an 

additional lesson learned in the spirit of research as conversation:  

This tradition [of ‘scientifically based’ research] argues for a cumulative 

knowledge based on research — and aim that may be fine for natural science. But 

it’s a questionable aim for social science where reality changes even as it is 

observed, described, and explained — and changes, perhaps in some small measure 

and unanticipated ways, on account of the reported descriptions and explanations 

(Howley & Howley, 2014, p. 15)  

 From 2008 – 2021, I worked as a museum educator with the most visited museum in the 

state of Montana and sister museum to Carter County Museum. In this role, I collaborated with 

many teachers, institutions, and organizations on shared programs, with success defined by the 
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number of individuals served throughout the state. During the data collection phase of this 

research, I lived with the community for numerous days after resigning from this professional 

role. As I engaged in ‘conversation’ with the participants in this study, I experienced this study’s 

definition of partnerships as relationships by being welcomed by my colleagues in partnership 

even without this formal professional museum role. This research experience challenged my 

previously held understanding of partnerships as being purely transactional and governed by 

formal agreements. For others like me raised outside of rural communities, appreciating 

partnerships in a rural context may also need to include a challenge of partnerships as something 

more than purely project-driven based on professional roles or positions.  

Significance and Limitations of the Findings 

Significance of the Findings 

 Research and practical literature on the reasons why school, communities, and museums 

participate in partnerships has been limited to urban contexts to date. From a theoretical 

framework including a critical pedagogy of place, the findings from this study support the 

argument that context matters in education and in partnerships. The findings from this study, 

situated in a rural context, contribute three critical extensions to previous research: the relational 

aspects of a partnership and the critical role that relationships play in everyday rural life; the 

multidimensional motivating reasons for partnerships extending beyond a focus on students; and 

a solution-focused mindset in partnerships in education in a rural context. Together, these 

findings illuminated the importance of understanding the unique nature of partnerships in a rural 

community. They highlight a significant shift away from previous definitions of partnerships as 

transactional and elevate the importance of both the relational aspects of a partnership and the 
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critical role that relationships play in everyday rural life. The results also extended the findings 

of previous studies regarding individuals’ motivating reasons for partnerships, through 

articulating the multidimensional reasons why stakeholders in rural contexts participate in 

partnership activities. Additionally, participants in this study revealed the shortcomings of 

previous descriptions of the factors that shape partnership activities centered around constraints. 

The findings of this study expand how partnerships have been defined and described in 

education research. The terms partnership and collaboration have often been used 

interchangeably in education research leaving their meanings complex and ambiguous (Bauch, 

2001; Davies, 1996; Dierking et al., 1997; Hirzy, 1996; O'Connor & Daniello, 2019; Tushnet, 

1993). This study found an alignment with the description provided by Bauch (2001) as “the 

development of a set of social relationships within and between the school and its local 

community that promote action” (p. 207); and Valli et al. (2016a)’s description of partnerships as 

intentional efforts to build long-standing relationships between schools and communities. 

Expanding on these definitions, the term relational partnership emphasizes the importance of 

relationships in this rural context. Currently limited to use in studies related to mentoring and 

nursing education, Cash and Moffitt (2021) describe relational and caring partnerships “grown 

through a process of mutuality and reciprocity, and based on relational ethics, authenticity, and 

solidarity” (p.1). Relational partnerships are then distinctly different than other types of 

partnerships described transactionally as robust collaborations where both partners benefit from 

the relationship (Grobe et al., 1993; Kisiel, 2012; Wojton, 2009). In a widening, broadening, 

globalized world, rural people continue to be conscious of, and attuned to, their relationships. At 

the end of the day, community members and partners remain situated in that rural community 
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connected through multiple roles and touchpoints. Teachers’ lives continuously intersect with 

those of their students in multiple ways beyond the classroom and community members must 

work and live together despite differences and conflicts. Relationships in rural communities are 

critical to everyday life. 

Second, this study extended the findings from previous research in partnership motivating 

reasons, specifically expanding the literature related to museum-school partnerships. Over the 

past 30 years, scholars have described the motivating reasons for partnership activities as being 

driven by student outcomes. Primarily viewed through the lens of teachers, these studies have 

also described urban contexts. The findings of this study indicated multidimensional reasons why 

museum stakeholders and teachers in rural contexts participate in partnership activities. The 

inclusion of a vision for the whole community, beliefs about personal contributions, and the 

value of place, were unique, new, and significant in describing complex reasons why one rural 

community establishes and sustains a partnership using a place-conscious approach to education. 

This study provides a valuable example of why it is critical to conduct research at the request of, 

within, and for rural communities. Within this study’s findings were nuances unique to this rural 

community, aligning with previous rural education literature that advocates that rural education 

research is respectful and relevant to communities. 

This study offered a final noteworthy contribution to professional practice for museum 

staff and volunteers and teachers in rural contexts. Research in museum-school, school-

community, and other types of partnerships frequently describe the factors that shape partnership 

activities through value statements, using vocabulary like constrain, promote, or characteristics 

of an ideal partnership or success. The participants in this study instead described solution-
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focused innovation in their approaches to prioritizing partnership activities. For these partners, 

factors that shape partnership activities were not described as constraints because of this 

innovative vision and the prioritization of these partnership activities using a place-conscious 

approach to education. This study provided an example of rural education innovation modeling 

how new ideas developed with rural communities can build on and extend previous positive 

outcomes (White & Downey, 2021). The findings from this study suggest that partners can 

embrace hope by moving towards a solution-focused mindset helping each other find resiliency 

for our communities. 

Evaluation of Research Methods. The case study methodology was chosen to build an 

understanding of the complex and continually progressing relationship between these institutions 

and their community. This research design supported the investigation of naturally occurring, 

ordinary events, grounded in a focused and bounded context. Data collected was deep and rich 

with detailed narratives. This research followed rigorous data collection methods using a semi-

structured interview protocol, structured field notes, and systematic collection of additional 

documents and audiovisual digital materials. (Yin, 2018).  

Limitations of the Findings 

 The intention of this case study was to use a singular partnership to facilitate a general 

understanding of the motivating reasons why stakeholders establish and sustain a partnership in a 

rural context. The goal of case study research is to expand and generalize theories, not to 

extrapolate probabilities. The unique context of this study was essential to this community and 

this case. While case study research does not permit statistical generalization to a population, 
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analytical generalization encourages the use of this study’s findings to help to inform work in 

another community (Yin, 2018), but must be interpreted through the lens of the local context. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Additional research is needed to better understand relational partnerships between 

community anchor institutions in rural contexts. To expand the findings of this study, further 

research in other communities could build a more complete understanding of when and how 

these relational partnerships are expressed in rural contexts specifically. Furthermore, the 

inclusion of other community anchor institutions within these rural communities could explore 

how these partnerships are expressed by different institutions.  

 Second, future studies can further expand an understanding of community anchor 

institutions in rural contexts. Recognized as a need in the current strategic plan of the Anchor 

Institutions Task Force (Marga Incorporated Consulting, 2020), scholars and practitioners should 

consider creating a more inclusive definition that reflect that community anchors are rooted in 

their localities and use their expertise, knowledge, and resources to address critical issues such as 

education (IMLS, 2016; Kadoyama, 2018; Marga Incorporated Consulting, 2020), reducing a 

metrocentric focus on size and corporate status. By better understanding the unique roles of rural 

schools and other organizations like museums in rural communities, research can better identify 

and describe how these institutions contribute to thriving rural communities including 

measurements of economic and community development. 

Third, future research is also needed in understanding how relational partnerships 

between community anchor institutions contribute to measures of community well-being and 

vitality. Previous literature suggests that a place-conscious approach to education has multiple 



179 

benefits for students including measurements of community well-being and vitality; however, 

this has yet to be explicitly studied in a rural context. Finally, this research could also contribute 

to better describing the outcomes and impacts of relational partnerships using place-conscious 

approaches to education in rural communities. Expanding previous research on student 

outcomes, including positive effects on grades and attendance, student attitudes, and school 

persistence (Sanders, 2001), could add to an understanding of these relational partnerships.  
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FOR 

PARTICIPATION IN HUMAN RESEARCH AT 

MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

Project Title: Motivations for Establishing and Sustaining a Place-Conscious Education Partnership in a Rural 

Context 

 

Description: You are being asked to participate in a research study on the reasons why stakeholders from 

community anchor institutions establish and sustain a partnership to design and implement a place-conscious 

approach to education in a rural context. The findings from this study could add a new understanding of how to 

effectively cultivate and sustain place-conscious education and partnerships in rural contexts, including other 

Montana communities. 

 

Procedure: Participation is voluntary. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to participate in an interview. 

The interview will include audio recording and you will be provided with a transcript of the interview to review. 

 

Risks and Benefits: Subjects may feel stress or discomfort from the interview. If you feel uncomfortable at any 

time, you can stop immediately and data will not be used for this study. 

Research procedures will comply with Montana State University COVID-19 IRB Guidance. 

 

Time Involvement: Your participation in this research study will take approximately 45-60 minutes. 

 

Source of Funding: Not applicable. 

 

Cost: None. 

 

Confidentiality: Your participation will be anonymized. Further, the research results will be saved in a password 

protected file. 

 

Participant’ Rights: Your participation is completely voluntary. You are free to not answer any questions you may 

find objectionable and may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, just by letting me know you would 

not like to continue any further. This research has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at MSU. If you 

have any questions or concerns about this research project, you may contact Angela Weikert, Ph.D. candidate, 

Department of Education [angela.weikert@montana.edu]. If you have additional questions about the rights of human 

subjects, please contact the Chairman of the Institutional Review Board, Dr. Mark Quinn, 406-994-4707. 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

AUTHORIZATION: I have read the above and understand the discomforts, inconveniences and risks of this study. 

I, ___________________________________ (name of participant), agree to the participation in this research. I 

understand that the subject or I may later refuse participation in this research and that the subject, through his/her 

own action or mine, may withdraw from the research at any time. I have received a copy of this consent form for my 

own records. 

 

Participant Signature: __________________________________________ 

 

Investigator: _______________________________________________________ 

 

Date: ____________________________________________________________ 

APPROVED MSU 10/13/2021 

IRB #AW101321-EX  
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Interviewee: 

Interviewee’s relationship to study: 

Place: 

Date: 

Start Time of Interview: 

End Time of Interview: 

Duration of Interview: 

 

Thank you for agreeing to meet with me for this interview. I value your thoughts and experiences 

and I appreciate the time you are taking to talk with me.  

 

As you know, I am interested in developing a deeper understanding of why partnerships are 

formed between a museum and a school in a rural community. This is a case study, with Ekalaka 

being the ‘case’. I will interview multiple members of your community to hear their thoughts and 

perspectives. 

 

During this interview, I will ask you several open-ended questions, primarily in three areas: 1) 

reasons for participation in a partnership; 2) factors that promote and constrain partnership 

participation; and 3) the role of place in shaping participation. You may choose not to answer 

any, or all, of the questions.  

 

I will be recording the audio of this interview, transcribe it verbatim, and will give you copy of 

the transcript for approval. Your replies are confidential, and you will not be identified 

individually. All names will be removed from transcripts. 

 

Opening Question 

To start this conversation, can you tell me your name, how long you’ve lived in Ekalaka, and 

your role as it relates to the school or museum? 

 

Content Questions 

I would like to hear your perspective on the place you live and work. “Place” means a lot of 

different things to different people. For some, place refers to a geographic location of a space, for 

others it includes what the place means to them. 

 

1. So when we talk about “this place”, or “the place you live,” …. What does that mean to 

you?  

Probes: What are you picturing? How do you describe this place? How do you 

feel about this place? 

 

2. The community of Ekalaka is described by some as rural. When we talk about “rural,” 

what does that mean to you?  

Probes: How would you describe “rural”?  
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For this study, I’m interested in learning more about how partnerships get started and keep on 

working. 

 

3. From your perspective, what are the key components/elements/features/aspects of the 

relationship between the museum and the school district? 

Probes: When did those start? What’s your understanding of how and why this 

partnership was started? 

 

4. Again, from your perspective, do the school or museum work with any other institutions 

in town? 

Probe: Why do you think the museum and school chose to work together? 

 

I’m defining partnership as a specific collaboration where both or all institutions involved benefit 

from working together, as opposed to only one institution receiving a benefit from the 

relationship.  

 

5. Using this description, would you define the relationship between the museum and the 

school as a partnership? 

Probe: Why or why not? 

 

Motivational Reasons 

6. How did you get involved in this partnership?  

7. How did you first hear about it?  

Probe: Was there a particular person who got you involved?  

8. Why did you decide to get involved?  

Probe: What were your reasons for starting to be involved in the partnership with 

the school/museum? 

9. What are the reasons why you stay engaged in this partnership?  

 

10. What’s your understanding of the role that the museum plays in this partnership? 

11. What role does the school district play in this partnership? 

12. What do you find appealing about this partnership? 

 

13. What are some of the things that are used to maintain the relationship between the 

museum and the school district? 

14. What do you think makes this partnership successful? 

Probes: What are the strengths of the partnership? What are the areas for 

improvement in the partnership? 

 

15. Have you experienced any barriers or obstacles in this partnership? 

Probe: If so, would you describe these? 

16. What are some of the reasons that would encourage other teachers/museums to 

participate in a partnership? 
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17. What might be some of the challenges other teachers/museums would encounter in a 

partnership? 

 

We talked briefly about “place” at the beginning of this interview. I’d like to revisit that topic. 

This study describes place-based education as the process of using the local community and 

environment as a starting point to teach concepts. Building on place-based education, the term 

place-conscious education includes being conscious of how place might influence the ways we 

interact with and come to know our world. 

 

18. From your perspective, how does this partnership relate to place-conscious education? 

19. Are any ways that this partnership uses the local community and environment to support 

students learning about the ways we interact with and come to know our world? 

20. Are any of the activities or curriculum that this partnership has created related to place-

conscious education? 

Probes: If so, which activities or curriculum? And how? 

 

Closing Question 

21. What else would you like me to know about the school-museum partnerships? 

 

Closure 

Thank you for your time and thoughtful responses. Your information and responses will be kept 

in complete confidentiality for the research project and in any further use of the collected data. 

 

If you agree, can I contact you about a follow-up interview at a future date, if it is necessary for 

this research study? 

 

Thank you for participating in this research study. 
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Interviewee: 

Interviewee’s relationship to study: 

Place: 

Date: 

Start Time of Interview: 

End Time of Interview: 

Duration of Interview: 

 

Thank you for agreeing to meet with me for this interview. I value your thoughts and experiences 

and I appreciate the time you are taking to talk with me.  

 

As you know, I am interested in developing a deeper understanding of why partnerships are 

formed between a museum and a school in a rural community. This is a case study, with Ekalaka 

being the ‘case’. I will interview multiple members of your community to hear their thoughts and 

perspectives. 

 

During this interview, I will ask you several open-ended questions, many of which are self-

reflective, primarily in three areas:  

1) reasons for participation in a partnership;  

2) factors that promote and constrain partnership participation; and  

3) the role of place in shaping participation.  

You may choose not to answer any, or all, of the questions.  

 

I will be recording the audio of this interview, transcribe it verbatim, and will give you copy of 

the transcript for approval. Your replies are confidential, and you will not be identified 

individually. All names will be removed from transcripts. 

 

Opening Questions 

To start this conversation, can you tell me your name, how long you’ve lived in Ekalaka, and 

your role as it relates to the school or museum? 

Probes: Where did you grow up? Do you have family in town? Where else have you 

lived? Why did you move here? 

Probes: How many years have you been in your role? Where else have you worked?  

 

Content Questions 

I would like to hear your perspective on the place you live and work. “Place” means a lot of 

different things to different people. For some, place refers to a geographic location of a space, for 

others it includes what the place means to them. 

 

1. So when we talk about “this place”, or “the place you live,” …. What does that mean to 

you?  

Probes: What are you picturing? How do you describe this place? How do you 

feel about this place? 
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2. The community of Ekalaka is described by some as rural. When we talk about “rural,” 

what does that mean to you?  

Probes: How would you describe “rural”? How would you describe a rural school 

or museum? 

 

3. When we use the word “community,” what does that mean to you? 

Probes: What are the boundaries of the community or what area is included in this 

community? Who is in the community? Where does the community stop? 

Probes: How do you feel about this community? What is it like to live in this 

community? 

 

Partnership  

For this study, I am interested in developing a deeper understanding of the relationship between 

the museum and the school. 

4. How would you describe the relationship between the museum and the school? 

 

5. Relationships, like the one between the school and the museum here, are sometimes 

called partnerships. What does the word partnership mean to you? How would you 

describe a partnership? 

 

6. Would you describe the relationship between the school and museum as a partnership, or 

is it something else? 

 

[Use the interviewee’s vocabulary for the term “partnership” for the remainder of the 

interview.] 

 

7. Can you tell me more about the types of activities you have done together? 

Probes: Tell me more about the curriculum you have collaborated on. Are there 

are any field trip activities? How do you use museum resources in your 

classroom? Do teachers visit the museum with their students? What are the goals 

of the shared activities? 

 

Motivational Reasons 

8. How did you get involved in working with the school/museum?  

Alternative question for more indirect participants: How did the school and 

museum start working together? 

 

9. How did you first hear about the work between the museum and the school? 

Probe: Was there a particular person who got you/the museum/the school 

involved?  

 

 

 

10. Why did you decide to get involved?  
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Probe: What were your reasons for starting to be involved in the relationship with 

the school/museum? 

 

11. Would you describe the [partnership] between the school and museum successful? Why 

or why not? 

Probes: What are the strengths of the [partnership]? What’s working well? 

 

12. What’s your understanding of how and why this [partnership] was started? 

 

13. How would you describe what the school or museum have to offer to a new staff member 

or new community member? 

 

14. What do you like about working with the school/museum? 

Probe: What do you like about the [partnership] between the school and museum? 

 

15. What are the reasons why you personally stay engaged in this [partnership]? 

Probes: What are you proud of in this [partnership]? 

 

16. What do you (or others) do to maintain a [partnership] between the people you work with 

in the museum or school? 

Probe: How do you communicate during a project? In between projects, what 

does your relationship with the school or museum look like? When you encounter 

a challenge in the [partnership], how do you work with your partners? 

 

17. How do new projects start? Who initiates them? 

Probe: Who initiated the last curriculum project? Who initiates field trip 

activities? When did the projects start?  

 

18. Do the museum and school have set roles in this [partnership]? Are there things that the 

school and the museum are usually responsible for? 

 

19. What do you think are the benefits of this [partnership]? 

Probes: Who benefits from the activities? Does the school benefit? Does the 

museum benefit? Do both benefit equally? Does the community benefit? 

 

20. Have you experienced any barriers or obstacles in this [partnership]? 

Probe: If so, would you describe these? What are the areas for improvement in the 

[partnership]? 

 

21. What are some of the reasons that would encourage other teachers/museums to 

participate in a [partnership]? 

Probe: Do you have any advice for other communities in building [partnerships] 

between the school and museum? 
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22. What might be some of the challenges other teachers/museums would encounter in a 

[partnership]? 

Probe: Are there systems or standard ways of doing things in a school or a 

museum that new partners need to consider? 

 

23. Do the school or museum work with any other businesses, programs, or people in town? 

If so, can you tell me more about those [partnerships]? 

Probe: Why do you think the museum and school chose to work together? 

 

 

 

We talked briefly about “place” at the beginning of this interview. I’d like to revisit that topic.  

 

24. From your perspective, how does this [partnership] between the museum and the school 

relate to place? 

Probes: Are any of the activities or curriculum that this partnership has created 

related to place? If so, which activities or curriculum? And how? 

 

25. From your perspective, how does this [partnership] between the museum and the school 

relate to community? 

 

26. Do any of the [partnership] activities use the local community and environment to 

support students learning about the ways we interact with and come to know our world? 

 

27. How do the [partnership] activities relate to regional, national, and even international 

concepts, ideas, and knowledge? 

 

 

Closing Question 

28. What else would you like me to know that I haven’t asked you about already? 

 

Closure 

Thank you for your time and thoughtful responses. Your information and responses will be kept 

in complete confidentiality for the research project and in any further use of the collected data. 

 

If you agree, can I contact you about a follow-up interview at a future date, if it is necessary for 

this research study? 

 

Thank you so much for talking with me today and participating in this research study. 
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APPENDIX D 

 

INTERVIEW FOLLOW-UP HANDOUT 
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APPENDIX E 

 

AXIAL CODES 
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PARTICIPANTS’ VIEWS OF CONTEXT 

CODE DEFINITION 

Rural definition Responses that describe the meaning of “rural” 

Place definition Responses that describe the meaning of “place” 

COVID-19 Pandemic Responses that included a reference to the pandemic 

Museum info/ history 

Stories and responses that tell the past events of the 

museum in this study, or basic facts like the museum’s 

governance structure; descriptions of how growth 

happened, when new positions were created and how; 

comparisons to other museums and stories about these other 

museums 

School info/ history 

Stories and responses that provide facts about the school 

(e.g., number of teachers, class sizes) or past events (e.g., 

building expansion) 

Personal info Stories and responses that share personal history 

Self-reflection 

Dialogue that shows one’s thoughts about their character, 

actions, and motives, including the phrase “I don’t know,” 

studders, talking around the topic, explaining answers 

including length of response 
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REASONS FOR ENTERING AND EXITING A PARTNERSHIP 

CODE DEFINITION 

Community definition Responses that describe the meaning of “community”; 

including descriptions of people that are not part of the 

community and other communities in comparison 

Community info/ history Stories and responses that offer foundational knowledge 

about the town of Ekalaka or Carter County as well as past 

events of the people in this area; stories about other 

communities that provide a comparison for Ekalaka 

Partnership definition Responses that describe the meaning of “partnership” or 

similar words including collaboration and relationship 

Partnership history Stories and responses that share previous partnership 

activities unrelated to other codes 
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REASONS FOR CONTINUING TO PARTICIPATE  

IN A PARTNERSHIP 

CATEGORY CODE DEFINITION 

Focus on 

Students 

Personalizing 

student learning 

experiences 

Providing students with a direct ties to curriculum 

and hands-on experiences to support state 

standards and general learning; reasons tied to 

student knowledge and experiences; creating new 

experiences for the next generation including 

special experiences for students that are not 

common; making learning relevant for each 

student through personal connections with the 

curriculum 

Focus on 

Students 

Instilling an 

appreciation for 

lifelong learning  

Encouraging students’ attitudes towards museums 

as places of learning, instill an interest in learning 

outside of the classroom 

Focus on 

Students 

Fostering student 

interest  

Actively finding ways to stimulate curiosity; 

following students' interests in the museum and 

requests for museum activities; reasons tied to 

student attitudes 

Focus on 

Students 

Elevating the value 

learning outside of 

the classroom 

Creating an opportunity to get out of the 

classroom and change routine; recognizing the 

value of novelty 

Focus on 

Students 

Prioritizing 

enjoyment in 

learning 

Partnership activities that focus on the joy of 

learning 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Promoting 

community-driven 

economic growth 

Increasing and supporting the area's economy 

through activities and industries relevant to the 

community 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Recruiting new 

residents 

Increasing the population of the community by 

encouraging the next generation to stay or come 

back; retaining new community members 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Demonstrating an 

ethic of care 

A concern and empathy for others health and 

well-being, helping others in the community; 

cultivating empathy; listening and responding to 

the needs of others 
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REASONS FOR CONTINUING TO PARTICIPATE  

IN A PARTNERSHIP CONTINUED 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Committing to the 

long horizon  

Long-term commitment to living together; 

relationships overlap multiple areas of life; 

responding to a community need; working 

together during times of loss, sadness, and 

frustration, including those caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic; understanding and 

working within the long-standing traditions of a 

community 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Building 

relationships and 

fostering belonging 

Mutual trust, friendship and camaraderie among 

community members; a feeling of responsibility 

to the other partners; a feeling of security and 

support; inclusion and acceptance; creating 

opportunities for bonding 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Creating a 

welcoming place 

that centers 

community 

Community and partners are approachable and 

welcoming; safe; a partner reaching out to a new 

member with an invitation; bringing together 

different people or groups 

Vision for the 

Whole 

Community 

Communicating 

collaboratively and 

openly  

Partners are available and responsive; clear 

expectations are set for partnership activities; 

constant communication and feedback; human-

centered, less reliance on formal structures and 

email, more emphasis on personal relationships, 

conversation, and listening 

Beliefs about 

Personal 

Contributions 

Individuals as 

Catalysts for Change 

Key people (who are smart, creative, and driven) 

in key roles; leaders with influence in the 

community (formal or informal roles) with a wide 

range of personal connections and personal 

strengths/skills; tenured leaders who understand 

community-specific systems and relationships; 

the ability of partners to carefully navigate 

challenging topics; balanced power structures 

within the partnership 

Beliefs about 

Personal 

Contributions 

Personal agency A belief that individuals can drive their own 

actions and contribute to reaching community 

goals 
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REASONS FOR CONTINUING TO PARTICIPATE  

IN A PARTNERSHIP CONTINUED 

Beliefs about 

Personal 

Contributions 

Individual passion 

for partnership 

activities 

A personal interest in the topic, enjoyment of the 

process, enjoyment of teaching, developing 

curriculum, or partnership activities; bringing 

one's whole selves to their work 

Beliefs about 

Personal 

Contributions 

Core values related 

to community 

A strong personal desire to do or achieve 

something requiring determination and hard 

work; a sense of responsibility and obligation for 

the greater good; a personal feeling of being able 

to make a difference; a desire and commitment to 

change and service to community 

Beliefs about 

Personal 

Contributions 

Cultivating 

innovation and the 

willingness to take 

risks 

Ability and willingness of stakeholders to try new 

things or change, including the autonomy of 

teachers in small schools and a museum board 

that gives permission to take risks; partners 

responding to requests from each other and being 

available to support each other 

Beliefs about 

Personal 

Contributions 

Learning and 

Growth of Leaders 

Professional growth and learning through 

partnership activities; opportunities to 

development new individual strengths and 

leadership skills 

Value of Place Promoting an 

appreciation of place  

An appreciation for the unique qualities of one's 

place including developing a sense of place and 

appreciation for the natural resources of the 

community; attractiveness of the community as a 

place to live; preserving and protecting the 

cultural and natural history of the place; 

preserving and sharing the stories of the people 

that live here 

Value of Place Challenging deficit 

views of place 

Desire to show outsiders the strengths of the 

community; challenging deficit thinking in both 

community members and visitors; supporting 

students in developing pride in where they live 
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FACTORS THAT SHAPE THE ACTIVITIES OF A PARTNERSHIP 

CATEGORY CODE DEFINITION 

Community 

Anchor 

Institutions as 

leaders 

The school and the museum being seen as leaders 

in their field; the school in supporting other 

schools regionally, and the museum with sister 

relationships and national recognition  

Community 

Anchor 

Institutions as the 

heart of a 

community 

Building on the appreciation of the museum as a 

trusted as holder of the community's knowledge 

and history, leading to an increased awareness of 

the museum, funding, and visitation 

Community 

Anchor 

Institutions as Rural  Role of a museum in a rural community; 

differences with exhibit content and 

interpretation, board members, funding; museum 

collections focused on community, reflecting the 

place 

Community 

Anchor 

Institutions with 

Vision 

Capitalizing on opportunities; Additional people 

outside of the immediate stakeholders, including 

researchers, or agencies that support workload, 

suggest projects or exhibits, or offer ideas 

Activity Logistics Dedication to find 

funding 

Ability of stakeholders to find financial support 

for partnership activities, including one-time 

project-based grants/funds, or long-term funding 

impacts  

Activity Logistics Prioritizing 

partnership activities 

Partnership activities are valued and therefore 

time and resources are intentionally dedicated to 

these activities 

Activity Logistics Solution-focused 

innovation 

School and museum find innovative solutions to 

challenges including transportation 
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