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Abstract

Rapidly growing rural communities may experience many forms of disruptions,
jeopardizing residents’ place attachment and identity. This qualitative case study
uses the boomtown and newcomer/oldtimer literatures to examine how schools
shape the local ‘us-versus-them’ discourse. Data for this research include interviews
with community members (n=27) and interviews and observations of K-12 school
staff (n=14). Findings indicate boomtown residents and teachers strengthened their
place identity and attributed place disruptions and risks to newcomers, inhibiting
their acceptance. Administrators’ planning decisions and teachers’ pedagogy in
practice shaped this discourse. Teachers reinforced newcomer resistance by
presenting them as symbols of disruption and risk which threatened their traditional
rural community identity.
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1.0 Introduction

The recent surge in oil production in North Dakota’s Bakken Oil Shale represented
another wave of energy growth in the region. Putz, Finken, & Goreham (2011) noted
that the oil boom began in 2008, whereby “the number of producing oil wells in
North Dakota exceeded 5,000 wells in 2010, an increase of nearly 2,000 wells over
the decade. Production exceeded 10 million barrels per month, a three-fold increase
over the decade” (p. 8). The scale and effects from this energy boom were so large
that data from the Energy Information Administration shows that in recent years
North Dakota’s oil boom cut the United States’ net oil and petroleum imports in half
(EIA, 2015). This development was all spurred by technological advancements in
horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing and favorable economic policies at the
state and federal levels that resulted in a rapid influx of itinerant workers seeking
job opportunities in the Bakken Shale region. While the rest of the country suffered
through up to 8% unemployment in 2012, the oil industry in North Dakota created
over 30,000 energy-related jobs in the state from 2008-2012, and even more in
retail, health, education, and industrial sectors (Tyson, 2012). At the peak of the oil
boom, the unemployment rate for North Dakota dropped to 2.7% in April 2014
(Wolla, 2015, May).
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The areas affected by the North Dakota oil boom growth were almost exclusively
rural, and the unremitting development caused substantial effects on communities
and local institutions. For example, the oil boom provided an unprecedented
economic stimulus for the state, local businesses, and many individuals (Beckman,
2012); however, rural communities experiencing higher levels of development often
face challenges. For instance, rapid community development often stresses social
services in some communities (Weber, Geigle, & Barkdull, 2014), leading to
increased calls for police services (Dahle & Archbold, 2015), causes critical housing
shortages (Jacquet, 2009), and increases vehicle traffic on the roads leading to safety
concerns (Haefel & Morton, 2009).

The communities under examination in the present study experienced dramatic
growth as an influx of itinerant workers migrated to the region. The two
communities in this study are small; one community had a population of about 800
residents, the other had approximately 300 residents before the onset of
development. However, between the years 2010-2014, the rural county in which
both communities were located grew from a population of about 2,200 to over 2,700
(United States Census Bureau, 2016). On the heels of century-long population
decline, these rural residents were now confronted with the potential for record
population growth (up to 25% projected growth within five years), new traffic, new
population demographics, and infrastructure construction.

The communities in this study are presented as one case due to their connections.
The towns share a consolidated school and many services. Residents in these rural
communities had recently endured outmigration, and social, economic, and
demographic changes. Consequently, the schools also experienced change. While
other rural research has studied the effects of boomtown growth on rural
communities, little effort has been put forth examining the teacher practices of those
embedded in such areas. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore
how rural boomtown residents’ community perceptions affected their acceptance of
newcomers, and how school staff members’ practices shaped the discourse of
newcomer acceptance among students.

2.0 Social Disruption and Boomtown Models

Social scientists define areas that experience rapid population growth, and social and
economic changes from natural resource-based extraction, as boomtowns (Brasier et
al., 2011; Brown, Dorius, & Krannich, 2005). Research on energy boomtowns has
found that residents often report a generalized crisis when development begins
(Albrecht, 1978; Cortese & Jones, 1977; England & Albrecht, 1984; Finsterbusch,
1982; Freudenburg, 1981; Freudenburg, Bacigalupi, & Landoll-Young 1982;
Freudenburg & Jones, 1991; Gilmore & Duff, 1975; Kohrs, 1974). However, what
social scientists called the social disruption hypothesis was debated extensively.
Scholars called for more rigorous methodologies,* and longitudinal studies that
identify which communities and which residents experienced change and to what
degree (Freudenburg, 1984). Research began to show that residents’ attitudes about
their communities and energy extraction changed before the onset of development
(Brown, Dorius, & Krannich, 2005), and longitudinal studies that examined
residents’ perceptions of their communities over the pre-boom, boom, and post-

1 For debate of the social disruption model, see England & Albrecht, 1984; Finsterbusch, 1982;
Freudenburg, 1982; Gale, 1982; Murdock, Leistritz, & Hamm, 1986; Wilkinson, 1984; and
Wilkinson et al., 1982.
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boom stages, showed that long-time residents’ attitudes remained the most stable
over the 25-year life-course of development (Smith, Krannich, & Hunter, 2001).
Newcomers who migrated to energy boomtowns reported fearing crime more than
other community members, and remained stable throughout development’s phases.
Even though men largely reap the economic benefits from energy development
(Gilmore & Duff, 1975), female residents were shown to adapt more successfully to
boomtown life (Freudenburg, 1981), and exhibited higher levels of community
satisfaction than longtime male residents during energy booms (Brown, Dorius, &
Krannich, 2005).

Contemporary research on energy development has largely chronicled residents’
perceptions, while omitting the role of school educators in shaping these
perceptions. For example, researchers’ studies have framed residents’ perceptions
of development (Forsyth, Luthra, & Bankston, 2007), residents’ perceptions of
change (Anderson & Theodori, 2009, Brasier et al., 2011; Theodori, 2009; Willits,
Luloff, & Theodori, 2013), crime rates (Luthra, Bankston, Kalich, & Forsyth, 2007),
energy workers’ perceptions of stigma (Filteau, 2015b), local leaders’ perceptions
of risk and change (Brasier et al. 2013; Crowe, Ceresola, & Silva, 2015; Schafft,
Borlu, & Glenna, 2013), and views among New York and Pennsylvania residents
(Stedman et al., 2012).

There are exceptions to the predominance of studies that overlook the influence of
school administrators and teachers in shaping local perceptions of development.
Schafft, Glenna, Green, and Borlu, (2014) examined educational administrators’
perspectives of development and demonstrated that their respondents perceived both
positive and negative impacts from development. They did not find net enroliment
increases in their study locations, but found that without a state severance tax, school
districts in highly developed areas may bear more burdens than they receive, because
these districts “cannot expect to see a significant increases in local revenue
associated with gas development” (Schafft et al., 2014, p. 13). In Pennsylvania’s
rural school districts, structural constraints (e.g. standardized testing and high-stakes
testing assessments) prevented administrators from creating job training programs
within the public schools, and the inevitable bust associated with oil and gas
extraction generated uncertainty among administrators responsible for advising
students on potential career paths (Schafft & Biddle 2014). Schafft and Biddle
(2014) also raised an important question that we address in the present paper: to
what extent do schools and local institutions assist rural communities when adapting
to or mitigating rapid changes from energy development?

Adie and Barton (2012) studied pre-service teachers’ rural pedagogy and sense of
place, finding that the interwoven relationship of rural teachers and their
communities makes rural sense of place unigque to other contexts. There appeared to
be a deeper sense of identity among rural teachers since they were actively involved
in shaping the community and interacting within community social structures. To
investigate rural boomtown educators’ understanding of their community Schafft
and Biddle (2014) found that boomtown teachers lived the experiences of
community members and thus expressed some ambivalence toward the changes
happening in the space outside of the school. The authors advocated for a
pedagogical positioning that allowed schools and educators to respond to
community changes. Further investigation is warranted regarding educational
practices and decision-making within these particular school contexts.
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This is an important area of inquiry for two reasons. First, rural boomtown residents
who do not accept newcomers may form negative attitudes about the changes
occurring within the community, and vice versa (Chang, 2010; Wielgosz, Brown, &
Lategola, 2000). Residents who perceive positive benefits of social change may be
more likely to support their schools (Miller, 1995), yet the addition of new residents
can create social strain (Baxter, Eyles, & Elliot, 1999). Second, this area of inquiry
is necessary because schools play a role in teaching identity and values. The local
community influences how personal identities are formed in the classroom (Semken
& Freeman, 2008). Values acculturation within rural schools, also influenced by
locality, may explain the formation of place identities later on (Gamradt & Avery,
1992). The question emerges: do boomtown teachers’ educational practices, affected
by their perceptions as residents of the larger community, reinforce rural identity
and place? We know that students’ place identities and community values are
reinforced through pedagogy, curricula, and classroom artifacts (Allen & Schlereth,
1992). Therefore, this study aims to examine acceptance of newcomers from both a
community member perspective and how acceptance is shaped within the classroom
discourse of a rural boomtown school district.

3.0 Methodology

This embedded single case study investigated a school district over a 12 month
period during early boomtown growth. The embedded units, school staff and
residents, are “subcases” (Yin, 2011, p. 7) of analysis. The case represented a
consolidated school district with two elementary schools (K-6) and one high school
(7-12). It was considered a single case because the district consolidation bound the
communities and schools; changes in one affected the other, and the research was
also bound in the timeframe of the first school year following boomtown growth
within the community. Additionally, the analysis revealed transcendent themes with
little difference based on location context. A social constructivist perspective guided
the research. The theoretical assumption of much qualitative research is that
individuals construct experiential meaning from their realities through social
exchanges and environmental interpretation (Creswell, 2013), and interviews and
observations can elicit participants’ realities.

Residents within the district boundaries were included as potential participants in
the research. Purposeful selection of residents captured population heterogeneity
(Maxwell, 2013), particularly in the areas of length of residency (ranging from less
than one year to 78 years) and residents’ role in the community. A selection of
participants (fewer than 10) as purposefully selected based upon their role in the
community, and the remaining names were generated through snowballing and
sampling at community observation sites. Forty-one participants volunteered for
formal, semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2013; Roulston, 2010), including
follow-up interviews with 13 participants. They represented 27 community members
such as business owners and workers; farmers, retired and unemployed individuals;
emergency medical responders, police officers, and government officials. All
residents in this study were White, which was similar to the overall community
demographics of both towns (the larger community > 97% White, the smaller
community > 99% White; United States Census Bureau, 2016). The school staff
participants included 14 school staff members comprised of 12 K-12 teachers and
two administrators. Questions were developed from literature and observations.
Interviews lasted 25 to 45 minutes and were transcribed verbatim by the researcher.
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Partial participant classroom observations occurred over 12 months for a total of 180
hours. All classroom teaching staff but five were observed, and administrators were
not included in the observations. Typically, observations each lasted four to six
hours over three visits and were meant to observe pedagogical practices and inform
the interview questions. Observation notes and interview transcripts were chunked
and labeled during an open coding process (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007).

Interview transcripts were coded using NVivo qualitative data analysis software
(QSR International Pty Ltd., 2010) with an open coding system. The analysis
followed a general inductive approach (Thomas, 2006). The researcher labeled and
grouped participant and observation data based upon pattern or similarity (Creswell,
2013). Some codes were established a priori from literature; others emerged from
the data itself. Codes were added, applied, and re-conceptualized in subsequent
transcripts until achieving data saturation (Maxwell, 2013), or to a point at which no
new data emerged and analysis was complete.

The final codes were the most prominent representations of the participant
responses, and were “developed to form a description [and] identify the themes”
(Creswell, 2009, p. 20). Findings were organized into themes that elucidated
conceptual relationships within the case (Maxwell, 2013). The findings were sent to
a colleague familiar with this research, and the two researchers corresponded to
discuss and compare analyses. Through the correspondences, the two agreed upon
final “major findings” (Creswell, 2009, p. 189) of the case, and the final themes were
identified within the social and school context as Identity, Place Disruptions, and
Risk Attributions. An additional analysis of the data and literature review further
examined specific teacher curricular and pedagogical decision-making that occurred
as a result of those findings. Validation was obtained through member checking with
participants, peer debriefing with experts in the field of boomtown literature, and
data triangulation (Creswell, 2013).

4.0 Findings

These small communities began to feel the full effect of boomtown growth in 2010,
just prior to this research. It was an unusual experience for community members to
see new people. In these small towns, residents understood the importance of
growth. However, with the new population came threats to community identity,
disruptions to their daily lives, and perceived risks. Residents were unaccepting of
newcomers who did not fit their place identity. The changes in the area impacted not
only residents’ lives, but administrators and teachers were left to confront them in
the schools. Some of the disruptions felt in the community manifested directly in the
classrooms, while others were addressed directly or indirectly by teachers in their
lessons, their communication with students, or in the way the administration
developed policies for the district. Residents attributed community disruptions and
risks with newcomers, and teachers’ pedagogy reinforced place identity and
perpetuated newcomer distrust.

4.1 ldentity

There was a strong sense of identity present in these two rural communities. This
identity was explicitly defined as an accepted values set embracing religion and
community engagement. To assimilate, newcomers must embrace those values. One
resident explained:
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It used to be that new people could get accepted. They were fine not going
to bars. They could socialize at church. Now we’re seeing people who go to
bars and don’t care to get socialized and they don’t get accepted.

Another resident confirmed: “If they want to be accepted...they need to be a part of
it, or they’ll get shunned.” When asked how they could be a part of the community,
she felt they need to volunteer at the school, go to church, and shop at local stores.

Residents defined and reinforced their place identity through establishing a norm set
of behaviors described by several residents as “people like us.” One explained:
“Now there are too many people in town who aren’t [town name]-like people.
They’re transients.” Whiteness was another facet of ‘people like us’ identity. All
participants in this study self-identified as White, and some residents described
minorities as the agitators. A businessperson reported: “l don’t know if | should say
this, but because of the Mexicans...we gotta triple check to make sure everything’s
locked up.” However, residents with economic growth incentives were less likely to
apply an outsider identity when discussing newcomers. A bar owner said of the
newcomers: “They’re usually good guys. They’re no trouble and they tip well.”

Vehicles were a primary symbol of identity within these communities. Residents
prided their ability to drive in the snowy, wintery conditions, and likened newcomers’
driving skills to their outsider status, as one 78-year resident commented: “The trucks
drive around here and they’re terrible at driving...they’re not used to driving in the
snow.” Previously a county with little measurable traffic, the traffic also increased
over the course of this study. Between 2009 and 2010, the North Dakota Department
of Transportation (North Dakota Department of Transportation [NDDOT], 2009 &
2010) reported that traffic in the county increased by 275 vehicles a day, which
included 130 commercial trucks. However, the next year, the county’s traffic averaged
an additional 2,400 daily vehicles, including 1,400 commercial trucks (NDDOT, 2010
& 2011). In that year, the 19-mile highway between the two communities in this study
alone accounted for an additional 1,000 vehicles on the road daily, including about
600 commercial trucks.

The conspicuous change in traffic that resulted from the additional vehicles, and the
universal dislike of it among participants, manifested in classrooms, where teachers
perpetuated ‘people like us’ identity by discussing driving skills. During a lesson,
an elementary teacher told students that newcomers would wreck in the snow, unlike
current residents, who were capable of winter driving. Secondary teachers also
reminded students to be cautious on the road because “all of the new cars” were poor
drivers. Four times during the observations, elementary teachers led discussions with
students about local oil truck accidents, guiding the classes to understand that they
needed to be careful because of the newcomers’ driving habits: speeding and
tailgating on the roadways. Rarely did teachers acknowledge that the longtime North
Dakota residents might be at fault, and two examples of accidents discussed with
students were later deemed to be the fault of long-time residents.

4.2 Place Disruptions & Community Aesthetics

Residents and teachers of these communities were ambivalent to the disruptions
caused by the rapid growth, including disruptions to community aesthetics, their
traditional rural trust, and housing. Aesthetic conditions were the most visible place
disruptions. Residents felt newcomers’ mobile homes parked on residential lots
impacted aesthetics. One noted: “Although [newcomers] spend money in town,
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they’re a burden...and can make the city look pretty bad.” Another resident, who had
lived in the community for 15 years, planned to sell his home and move away,
saying: “The area has just changed. It’s faster, dirtier, more industrial. It’s not the
place me and my wife wanted to retire when we first moved here.” Other teachers
let the aesthetic disruptions permeate into their pedagogical discourse. During a
lesson, an elementary teacher brought her class outside to clean the schoolyard. She
pointed to a newcomer’s mobile home, announcing: “We want to make sure we stay
clean, so the school doesn’t look like that.”

Community changes made residents feel traditional values were at stake. One
resident remarked: “We used to be safe, but you have all the new people messing
around. | want the old North Dakota back.” These perceptions appeared to decrease
newcomer trust among some residents. At an auto repair center, when a repair was
finished, the mechanic once parked cars on the street with the keys inside. With the
new growth, a resident explained: “[Mechanics] wouldn’t do that anymore. Less
trust.” There was a sense that the growth, and the type of people who were a part of
the in-migration, were negatively affecting local community dynamics and social
relations in the area.

Potential financial gains served as buffers to disruptions. One resident’s home was
worth tenfold its purchase price. He remarked: “I used to mind the trailers and traffic.
We have new people...but the good is the [home] values now. | never thought mine
could get this high.” The higher home values, for instance, reached the point of being
unaffordable for many residents, particularly those on fixed incomes. As a result of
available oil industry jobs, housing markets in western North Dakota soared during
the early stages of the oil boom, making affordable housing difficult to find.
According to the local real estate data, homes that sold in the larger community at
hand in 2007 averaged $58,400, while the average home price in 2012 was $125,600.
In just the second half of 2012, the eight homes that sold in this town averaged nearly
$158,000. The mayor of one of the communities stated:

There are absolutely no houses for sale anymore, which is something that just
happened in the last year...I get calls every day from people looking for homes, and
have to tell them we don’t have anything. | say, ‘Nope, try again in a month.” That’s
something that 1’ve never had to do before.

Teachers often described how community changes altered academic dynamics in the
school. For example, teachers believed newcomers’ occupations, and the disruptions
to housing within the region, caused poor academic performance among new
students. A principal felt most students were academically behind: “[Parents] move
and are working so much, they don’t have the time to devote or feel that there’s a
need for it.” A teacher confirmed: “Dad and mom are working or out, they don’t get
to bed on time...Parents are tired, so kids get tired.” Several teachers felt unable to
help new students. One noted: “We see things in the new kids, transients, that we
don’t see from our own. There was a new girl, couldn’t hardly read. We didn’t know
what to do with her.”

4.3 Risk Attribution

As residents felt threats to their established community identity and disruptions to
their community space, they attributed risks to newcomers. Real and perceived
crime accompanied the growth. The sheriff confirmed: “We started to get a lot more
calls...It’s the people moving in...young oil guys had too much to drink.” Those with
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positive economic stakes in the growth were also concerned about newcomer crime,
but tended to overlook it. A resident confirmed: “Hate the traffic, the greed, the
crime. The only people who want it here are moneymakers.” Another resident, after
discussing new crime, followed up: “But hey, my home’s worth three times what |
bought it for, so I’m not minding it as much.”

A teacher echoed community perceptions of risks: “New people that you don’t
recognize...I wish the people didn’t come...What’s coming into the schools is
problems.” One teacher was concerned about new students’ risky behaviors: “There
are students that have come in, and they’re bringing drugs...Difference in
attitude...Any kids that come in, their work ethic is just not there.” She felt it was the
administration’s job to address these issues. As such, administrators installed 16
security cameras in the schools. The superintendent explained: “They needed to go up.
We saw the possibility of new issues with the new people, and wanted to nip it in the
bud...things like crime...things that come with new people.” Most teachers accepted
the security cameras, but several, like the elementary music teacher, believed,
“They’re spying on us, | think. I’'m just uncomfortable that anyone can be watching
whenever they want. We don’t need that here.”

Other teachers, who were also community residents themselves, perceived new
community crime and taught safety lessons. One explained: “You see all the crime
in the area and I’m worried about my (students). More people here, so you never
know. | remind them daily, don’t talk to strangers.” Other teachers lectured their
students about how to ‘stay safe’ in the community when they encountered
newcomers. As one teacher explained: “We have drinking problems with Kids
around here anyway, and I’ve talked to them before about not getting involved with
people or things that we see here, a lot of young guys drinking. Some oil, some
locals.” At the end of one lesson, he told the class not to “let any of these new guys
influence what you do. Make smart decisions.” Teachers prompted students to lock
their car doors so personal items would not get stolen. Prior to this, many residents
in these communities felt no need to lock their cars or homes, as was explained by
nearly every participant in this study. Now, the teachers knew it was not realistic to
maintain old senses of security.

Community identity, place disruptions, and risk attributions inhibited newcomer
acceptance, and school staff shaped the local discourse of acceptance through their
decisions and practices within the walls of the schools. An oil worker confirmed the
difficulty of feeling accepted in these communities. After living in the town six
months, he explained: “Well, let’s just say you’re the first person who’s come up
and talked to me. People avoid me. [They] just look away.”

5.0 Discussion

Residents and teachers clearly defined and strengthened place identities in the face
of perceived risks to their communities, resultantly attributing risks and socially
excluding newcomers. Previous research on old-timers in energy boomtowns
demonstrates how old-timers often perceive newcomers as a threat to the
community’s social relations (Murdock & Leistreitz 1982; England & Albrecht
1984; Schafft et al. 2014) and the natural environment (Brasier et al. 2011, 2013).
In the present study, these threats materialized as disruptions to physical (aesthetics),
social (population influx), economic (housing), and psychological (risks) systems
(Gramling & Freudenburg, 1992). This research responds to the newest calls to
illuminate specific points of social contention and examine factors inhibiting
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newcomer acceptance in energy development contexts (Filteau, 2015a). Residents
in this study used place-protective language (‘people like us’), ideological
symbolism (religion), and artifact symbolism (personal property) to differentiate in-
group from out group members and further disassociate newcomers from the
community.

This was reinforced at the community’s institutional level by administrators who
installed security cameras, and implicitly and explicitly by teachers who shaped the
local discourse. Through their lectures to students, teachers framed outsider cultures,
practices, and people as a threat to the community. This finding complements
previous research, whereby newcomers are excluded from community institutions
and stigmatized (Parkins & Angell 2011; Filteau 2015b) and rarely become
integrated into the community regardless of how long they reside there (Salamon
2003; Gosnell & Abrams, 2011). This exclusion may contribute to lower happiness
scores (Freudenburg 1981) and a greater fear of crime (Hunter, Krannich, & Smith
2002) among newcomers who feel targeted.

It is important to note that although there were some new students, the schools did
not experience a significant increase in their student bodies. This is likely due to
similar findings that new, younger male energy sector workers were not often
bringing their families with them as they migrated to the work sites (Brasier et al.,
2015). We can assert from these findings that educators expressed ambivalence to
the changes as they perceived risks resulting from their role as rural community
members, but their attitudes were likely not a result of changes in their teaching
experiences themselves.

This research adds what none has yet examined: boomtown newcomer resistance as
a pedagogical feature. Boomtown educators operate in complex sociocultural and
political arenas, about which they may have little understanding or power to change
(Schafft & Biddle, 2014). It can be assumed that teachers, as typical of many
boomtown residents, perceived disruption risks (Beckman, 2012) and appeared to
operationalize their pedagogy to affirm place identity as a place-protective action
(Devine-Wright, 2009). The findings here suggest that teachers taught their students
that newcomers threatened their community and posed risks to safety, aesthetics,
and education.

These results are contextual and cannot be generalized to other areas. It should be
noted that this research, like other current literature, did not identify the sources of
community member or school staff member satisfaction. Further research should
identify pedagogical and social constructs affecting resistance to change in other
rural contexts, particularly students’ and newcomers’ acculturation to regions and
transforming identities in changing places. More research should also further
examine factors supporting or marginalizing racial minority newcomers in
traditionally Caucasian rural regions. It is also sensible for researchers to get to the
heart of where risk attributions emerge within modern, rapidly growing communities
—what role do media, social media, and community networks play in communicating
risk and identity? By doing so, planners can better anticipate and provide efforts to
inform residents of changes, while promoting newcomer acceptance within these
types of communities.
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