
Need for Project 

     Robbinsville High School with a student enrollment of 335 students is the only high school 

that serves in rural Graham County, North Carolina, with its population of 8400 persons. Graham 

County is located in the extreme western most portion of North Carolina, nestled soundly in the 

beauty of the Great Smoky Mountains.  The natural beauty of the area tends to blind the eye of 

the outlander as to the need of the residents of the rugged and isolated region. The passing of 

time has not been kind to the area, bringing the loss of much of the agrarian activities of earlier 

years, which have faded away due to the death of family farms, where the primary sustaining 

cash crop tobacco has all but vanished from view and memory. The county’s steep terrain limits 

the suitability of sites for industry and the feasibility and affordability of developing road, water, 

and sewer infrastructure.  The primary employer of approximately 370 people in the county is a 

furniture factory that is operating in a very difficult time for its industry. The next largest 

employer is the public school system. Graham County traditionally leads North Carolina’s 

counties in the number of unemployed residents. Graham County’s unemployment rate was 

18.01% during January 2003. Census 2000 data indicates that 24.2% of the county’s 

children ages 5-17 are living below the poverty level. In Graham County, approximately 

57% of the student population is eligible for the free and reduced lunch program.  The per 

capita income for the county is $26,857 as compared to $37,563 for North Carolina as a whole. 

Graham County’s opportunities for economic development are further limited due in part to the 

amount of the county’s 292 square miles of total land area that is under non-taxable status. 

Approximately 80% of the county’s land area is under the control of the U.S. Forest Service, 

National Park, and the Tennessee Valley Authority. As a result, Graham County ranks last in 

local per student expenditure in North Carolina. ($424.96 per pupil) 



 The aforementioned data for Graham County indicates influencing factors for the low number of 

students from Robbinsville High School who attend a two year or four year college upon exiting 

high school. Data indicates that only 52.6 percent of Robbinsville High School graduates pursue 

post-secondary education, even though the school has the highest rate of individuals in its county 

to have a high school diploma. The school ranks second lowest among the five identified 

distressed or transitional counties of North Carolina in students pursuing post-secondary 

education and ranks first of the identified distressed or transitional counties for percent of 

population without a BA degree, with a percentage of 88.8. 

     Geographic isolation, poverty, and limited opportunities to experience motivational influences 

have all played a part in the limited number of students of Robbinsville High School that attend 

and successfully complete a post-secondary program. The elements of College Access and 

Student Success Programming, named Project Outland II – 2006 – 2007, will focus on 

activities to give the students of Robbinsville High School a new venue by which to advance 

their educational goals in a deliberate manner. 

 


