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Abstract 
Letter writing was used as a qualitative research strategy to access the narratives of individuals living in 
rural poverty. Undergraduate social work students in a freshman seminar course were paired with 
participants of a local agency to engage in a letter writing exchange about life experiences. Community 
members who volunteered to participate in the letter-writing exchange were identified via their 
participation in services offered by a local, community-based agency that is situated in a rural 
community. In the fall of 2018, a sample of 20 community members and 28 students participated in two 
rounds of letter exchange. Data from the letters were coded using an a priori thematic analysis. 

 
  
     The way we look at social isolation’s 
implications on relationships has become 
increasingly relevant during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Health experts and political 
leaders continue to recommend social 
distancing, and we find ourselves wondering 
how this call to action affects society’s most 
vulnerable members. We have been urged to 
protect ourselves and our communities with 
gaps that seem to grow wider and more 
expansive-- gaps that are lonely, exhausting, 
and complex. Our consideration of the mental 
health costs of social distancing and isolation 
requires some kind of response.  
     Bridging the Gap Together (BTGT) is a 
project that pairs first-semester social work 
majors with community members who 
participate in agency programming in a rural 
community. This agency’s services are often 
in response to the rural poverty experienced 

within the community. In a project called 
Paper Trails, the initial phase of the BTGT 
project, students and agency participants 
(community members) engaged as “pen 
pals.” Through a series of letters, students 
and community members inquired about each 
other and shared their thoughts, life 
experiences, and advice. These letters were 
revealing and vibrant, highlighting mutual 
experiences that transcend socioeconomic 
barriers, and creating meaningful 
connections between students and 
community members (Frank et al., in press).  
     The literature review that preceded our 
work revealed gaps in the existing research 
regarding rural poverty, with contemporary 
studies mostly focused on the effects of urban 
and suburban poverty. We were reminded 
how complex poverty is, and the importance 
of continuing scholarly work within 
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marginalized communities and underserved 
populations. Research shows that individuals 
residing in rural communities in the United 
States experience an increase in mortality 
rates compared to positive trends in national 
life expectancy (Weeks, 2018), and we 
wondered: is this due to problems unique to 
the rural lifestyle, such as food deserts and 
insecurity, housing inadequacy, and 
decreased accessibility to healthcare and 
technology? With our research, we aimed to 
fill a deficit in the literature about the lived, 
everyday experiences of those living in rural 
poverty, and offer an intervention to address 
it - one that could positively impact both 
students and the rural participants. 
 
Implications for Research 
     Capturing the detailed and diverse 
experiences of individuals living in rural 
poverty requires an innovative approach not 
easily captured by technology-based research 
strategies that facilitate efficient quantitative 
data collection. Letter writing, a specific 
narrative methodology, allowed us to 
understand the lives of participants with 
greater depth and clarity. While letter writing 
is a tool often used in therapeutic settings 
(Reiter & Brown, 2020), it may be 
underutilized as a data collection strategy 
(Stamper, 2020). The participants’ strengths, 
challenges, concerns, and wisdom emerged 
as themes in the letters. Limitations such as 
reduced access to technology, living on a 
fixed income, lack of private transportation, 
and minimal access to public transportation, 
often experienced by rural people and 
especially poor families, were 
accommodated by letter writing. Naturally 
accommodating of participants’ privacy and 
response time, utilizing letter writing avoids 
ethical pitfalls of subject exploitation. Letter 
writing allows the participants to determine 
the extent in which they share personal 
information (Stamper, 2020). Additionally, 
the exchange of letters between community 

members and students became itself an 
intervention to the identified problem of 
social isolation. 
 
Understanding Rural Poverty  
     Frank et al. (in press) noted that beliefs 
characterizing “the poor,” such as laziness, 
indolence, and being primarily to blame for 
their situation, have been used to create social 
structures, institutions, and policies that 
exclude and separate those living in poverty 
from other socioeconomic classes (Lott, 
2002). Through letter-writing our 
participants found a method of bridging those 
types of separation on an interpersonal level. 
Topics explored in the letters allowed for 
discovery of mutual interests and 
experiences, and rich and varied themes 
emerged throughout the exchange. 
Participants made natural connections over 
hobbies, past experiences, hardships and 
struggles, coping mechanisms, and life 
wisdom, leading to organic and meaningful 
connections. Through learning about a social 
problem and engaging in conversations with 
people experiencing it, students changed the 
way they viewed poor people. This exchange 
encouraged a tangible understanding of the 
nuances of poverty, and those who live that 
experience. Often, the boundaries of 
“professional” and “personal” limit the depth 
of social connections. The letter exchange 
allowed a reconceptualizing of these barriers, 
and facilitated relationships that rose above 
the limitations of class and professional 
status. Notably, in addition to being a rich 
source of data, the letter-writing process may 
have alleviated feelings of loneliness.  
     Reflected in the participants’ letters were 
the themes of social isolation and individual 
journeys. However, the differences in their 
notable life events remind us that individuals 
are unique and experiences are diverse. It is 
important to note that our concept of “rural 
poor” is a stereotype, and poverty, as well as 
those experiencing it, is complex.  
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     Through the impact of participants’ and 
students’ letters, we gleaned more insights 
into this community and the issues of rural 
poverty and social isolation. Several urgent 
needs emerged through our findings, 
possibilities which would benefit the lives of 
people living in rural poverty. These needs 
include better access to social work help, 
more innovative social work practice, a 
transformation of educational experiences, 
and a reconceptualization of poverty. It is 
clear from our findings that responses are 
needed to alleviate the hardships that families 
living in rural poverty face. The data we 
collected reflected the perspective that 
“everyone’s journey matters.” The vivid 
narratives of the participants uncovered the 
urgency of their needs and the persistent 
consequences of not having those needs met. 
Our findings illustrated that people who live 
in impoverished rural areas are not only 
distant from services and infrastructure; they 

are also distant from other people, and they 
experience considerable loneliness. This 
realization demands innovative efforts 
toward social change. 
 
Conclusion 
     One of Paper Trails’ objectives was to 
develop a better understanding of the social 
isolation people living in poor, rural areas 
endure (RUPRI, 2004). We made progress 
toward this goal with a pen pal project: a 
series of written exchanges between 
community participants and novice social 
work students. We found letters to be 
valuable for gathering rich data through 
authentic, autobiographical perspectives. 
This project has underscored the value of 
sharing experiences and enhancing 
connections through written correspondence. 
Those connections will be valuable in the 
development of future research and analysis.
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