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Founded by United 

Methodist pioneers, the 

university’s mission equips 

first-generation, low-income 

students for economic, 

social and spiritual mobility 

through an innovative, 

rigorous, ethically grounded 

experiential education. 

WHO WE ARE 
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first-generation,  
low-income students

overall job placement 
rate

graduation rate for 
first-generation, 

low-income students

in new facilities, 
entirely funded by 

donors

years in a row of 
increased enrollment

of faculty and staff 
give back financially 

to the institution

increase in online 
enrollment in 
three years

Major building projects 
in four years

DWU is an active leader, collaborative partner, and incubator for economic 
growth and entrepreneurial thinking across the Great Plains.

900 STUDENTS
MITCHELL, SD

REWRITING RURAL
A strong America requires strong rural 
communities. Our nation cannot live up to 
its economic or social ideals if the cultivation 
of opportunity is concentrated only in 
urban areas. Rural America constitutes 
a vital engine for economic and social 
mobility; however, very little focus has been 
placed on understanding rural America 
and the development of best practices 
in rural economic development, rural 
healthcare, rural education, rural nonprofit 
administration with an additional focus on 
the attributes of rural well-being. 



As population demographics change and access to technology increases, the way rural 
functions continues to evolve.

Rural communities demonstrate a willingness to work collaboratively with 
industries to advance economic prosperity. However, these communities 
often find themselves challenged by the lack of knowledge or best 
practices, as well as by the lack of human, political and 
financial capital to achieve desired goals.

People of diverse 
backgrounds constitute 
nearly three-fourths of 
the population of rural 

and small towns.

Rural America:

Home to one-fifth of 
America’s population.

Heart of the energy, 
agriculture, forestry and 
manufacturing sectors 

while experiencing growth 
in technology.

Home to a greater 
per capita percentage 

of entrepreneurs 
compared to urban 

areas.

Expanded immigration 
settlements contribute 

to business and local 
jobs.

Provides a willing test-
ing ground for policy 

and practice that can be 
adapted in cities, towns 
and regions nationwide.

Rural America is a seedbed of innovation and entrepreneurial 
thinking in numerous industry sectors including agriculture, 
energy, manufacturing, technology, healthcare, education, and 
nonprofit ministries.
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THE DAKOTA WESLEYAN DIFFERENCE

We listen.  
We’ve been listening to business leaders in rural 
communities. Their insights are guiding the Institute  
for Rural Impact. 

* Meeting the primary care needs of rural America: Examining the role of non-physician providers. National Conference of State Legislatures. 
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62% of rural 
leaders identified 
the importance 
of community, 

industry and school 
collaboration as 

critical to solving 
the labor force 

challenges in rural 
America.

41% of rural 
patients see a 
nurse, nurse 

practitioner or 
physician assistant 

for all or some of 
their primary care.* 

(NCSL)

57.5% of Primary 
Care Health 
Professional 

Shortage Areas 
were located in 

nonmetropolitan 
areas. (HRSA Data 
Warehouse, 2017) 

Three in four 
schools in 

South Dakota 
are rural – 

the nation’s 
second-highest 

rate. 

51% of community 
leaders identified 

that a focus on 
entrepreneurship 
and partnership 

development in a 
rural context will 

make a college 
education distinct.  



Rural Economic Development

Rural Healthcare

Rural Education

Rural Nonprofit Administration
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INSTITUTE FOR 
RURAL IMPACT

We believe in a vision that fuels optimism 
and promotes robust, resilient rural 
communities. We envision a place for 
community members to:

OUR VISION:  
REWRITING THE RURAL NARRATIVE THROUGH HIGHER EDUCATION

develop leadership skills to help 
communities attract people who create 
jobs, rather than just attracting jobs.

improve education by developing 
curriculums with a focus on 
strengthening rural communities.

explore issues in health policy, 
healthcare delivery and prevention for 
the greatest possible impact on rural 
areas.

develop creative problem-solving and 
entrepreneurial skills by sharing best 
practices with current and emerging 
rural leaders.

maximize the impact of social 
entrepreneurs through leadership 
development.

explore what constitutes rural  
well-being

“In rural towns, it takes a village, or, 
creative partnerships.” 
(National Rural Economic Developers Association)
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DWU has identified strategies to improve access 
to healthcare in rural communities through our 
current Rural Nursing Initiative. The Institute 
for Rural Impact will focus on equipping nurses 
and other healthcare professionals for work in 
rural communities and providing professional 
development opportunities for those already in  
rural areas. 

Our Rural Healthcare Initiative will:
• develop certified nursing assistants with a rural 

specialization to increase the healthcare labor 
force.

• increase the number of registered nurses 
who will remain or return to rural healthcare 
environments.

• increase access to resources on issues related to 
rural healthcare. 

• offer rural-centric curriculum and training 
tracks.

• offer distance education programs for LPN and 
RN to BSN.

“People will lose access to healthcare 
if we don’t reemphasize our efforts on 
rural and keeping our rural facilities 
viable. This starts with attracting 

practitioners into and preparing them for these 
communities.  Dakota Wesleyan is making rural 
experiences a priority in our nursing programs.” 

- Melissa McMillen, BS Nursing Program Director 

Strong rural churches strengthen their communities. 
Churches have deep roots in our region and are 
pivotal in the life of rural communities. 

The Institute for Rural Impact will:
• provide resources to equip pastors with 

business and leadership acumen to successfully 
lead and strengthen rural congregations across 
the region.  

• prepare pastors for a seat at the table 
strategizing and implementing efforts to 
strengthen rural community development. 

“In some cases, churches may be 
the only viable institution in their 
community. Congregation members 
are often leaders in their professions, 

but not in their churches. How can pastors use 
asset management to utilize their congregations 
to become a platform for helping communities 
prosper? The DWU Institute for Rural Impact can 
disseminate rural-specific best practices, create 
networking opportunities, and provide training in 
innovation and adaptability.” 
- Bishop Bruce R. Ough, former President of the United    

   Methodist Council of Bishops

REALIZING A NEW VISION

Rural Healthcare Rural Nonprofit/Ministries
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Assemble an empirically 
grounded database of 
best practices in rural

America

1.

RURAL RESEARCH > 
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Our region is experiencing a shifting population 
impacting rural economic growth.

The Institute for Rural Impact will:
• research and develop programs to face rural 

community challenges of workforce, land 
development, housing and fundamental skills 
in leadership development and small business 
operations.  

• partner with rural economic development 
agencies in equipping leaders to support local 
industry growth.

“People often see a lot of potential 
in their hometowns, but aren’t sure 
how to make a difference, but Dakota 
Wesleyan is preparing students for 

this. They are teaching their students to think 
outside the box and to take risks. As a result, 
their students are well-rounded, prepared for the 
workforce, and ready to make a difference.”
- Kelsey Doom, Director of Economic Development, 

Wagner Area Growth 

Rural communities depend on their schools and 
educators to serve multiple functions. Rural 
schools serve as the social, recreational and 
cultural foundation for their communities. 

The Institute for Rural Impact will:
• spearhead innovative pilot projects in rural 

education
• conduct research and development in the 

recruitment and retention of rural teachers
• leverage the rural environment in the 

development of the curriculum 
• identify strategies that address the unique 

needs of rural and small schools. 

“The school is central to the 
health and sustainability of rural 
communities. Schools are the railroads 
of the 21st century- when the 

railroads left, the towns disappeared. It is vital 
to focus on rural places, create opportunities for 
them, and invest in them- not just monetarily.” 
- Mitch Reed ‘12, Author, Elementary Principal, and 

SPED Director, Deubrook

Rural Nonprofit/Ministries Rural Economic Development Rural Education

Utilize the data to 
create informed 

diagnostics, advising, 
and training for rural 

communities

Build, grow and apply a 
new discipline of applied 

rural development

2. 3.
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Funding opportunities include:
• Institute for Rural Impact
• Endowed faculty positions
• Endowment to support applied research in 

rural healthcare, education, ministries and 
economic development

• Academic program development in rural 
community and economic development

• Scholarships to support experiential student 
learning in rural communities

DAKOTA WESLEYAN INSTITUTE FOR RURAL IMPACT

A commitment to 

is a commitment to reimagining rural. 

“Schools and healthcare facilities are the 
largest employers in our communities. We 
all have to support each other because our 
success is connected. If we lose our school 
that puts our healthcare at risk. If we 
lose our healthcare facilities, our schools, 
churches and community development 
suffer. We are all crucial to the survival of 
rural towns.” 

-Gaea Blue, Administrator and CEO, Avera Weskota 

Memorial Hospital and Weskota Manor Avera  


