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:, Introduction * ;

- . -

. , -
New York City is buikding smaller schools! That recently reported
fact may surprise some, but it is another indication of the reviving in-
terest in smaller schools. Initially, New York City opted to build its new,
schools smaller because of a.lack of sites for large buildings, but it was

~ soon recognized that there were several other advantages for smaller

“schools. Thus in a sense, we have come full cycle from the day when
much of the public education in this éountry was conducted in the one-

. room rural schoolhouse. But factors other than nostalgia for the one-
room school are contributing to this renewed interest in smaller schools.
Changing educational philosophy, new teaching st}ategies and instruc-
tional technology, environmental policies, land costs, and population
shifts are some of the factors of modern life that lead many to think that
the small school is alive and well, making its own contributions to young
people and their communities. .

. During the years of rapid industridl growth and urbanization, school
districts were consolidated and school buildings became larger. Most

educators began to assume that what was right for urban/suburban

education was also right for schools in. small towns and rural com-
munities. Influenced by the thinkifs or, prominent educational leaders
such as James Conant, we attempted to 6rganize all schools on an urban
model. All high schools should be *‘comprehensive’’; all junior high and
elementary schools should be la' ge enough to benefit from mass educa-
tion techniques used in the citics. Rural and small-school educators at-
tempted fo imitate their metropolitarn counterparts by imposing large-
school solutions on small-school problems. *‘Better’’ too often meant

“like urban schools’ instead of “better’” in mecting the needs of

chlldreymd youth in rural and other small school sctfmgs.

O
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As we ’explore in this fastback the revival of interest in smaller
, schools and examine their potential and their problems, keep in mind
that approximately one-third of all public school students are currently _
enrolled in nonmetropolitaf\ area schools. They actually outnumber
those in central city schools. And the incidence of poverty and low
achievement is higher in rural schools than in metropolitanfs’chools Yet,
special funding from federal and other sources to alleviate these prob-
lems in rural schools has been less than one-third of that available to ur-
ban schools. Also keep in mind that the 1980 cénsus showed that there
% has been heavy migration to the South and West and to rural areas and
smaller communities, which is expected to continue_throughout the
'1980s. This has resulted in growth in school populations in those areas,
which will require educational adaptations that build on the strengths of
the existing schools as they accommodate-growth and change.
The educational well-being of this large segment of our student - .
. population.is important to our society. We must, therefore, give more -
attention to ouf smaller schools; and in the process, we may find. that
there are many proven successful practices in smail schools that apply to
large ones as well. Indeed, lest we forget, many of the so-called ‘i
novations’’ in education liave long been common in smail schools (e 8y
.. individualized-instruction, cross-age-grouping, and peer teaching).

< -
A -

0 H .

N »




Yo

- - &

The Legacy of the Small School |

VLT 0. . .
Former governor of Minnesota, Albert Quie, at the time a member of'

"the National Coungil on Excellence in Education, recently recalled his, '

days as a rural school boy and later as a rural school board member. He
noted that one of pls first goals as a young board member was to con-
sohdate schools. He has now changed his mind, because he realizes that

. the traditional rural school charatteriZes all those qualities that make

schools excellent.- Quie also tommented that he was ‘particularly im-
pressed with the number of national leaders who are produocts of small
schools.! If we examine more closely some of the rlements of nonurban
society and education, we, will find that our country cousms and small-
school educators have much to offer us about how to prepare studenis
in all schools for the uncertain future. v

The traditional small school was an extension of its community. In-
deed, it was difficult to determine just where education ended and com-
munity life began around the school., The school was a -community
responsibility; the commumty was a school responslblllty, with the

. school serving as the center for secular festivities, community entertain-

.ment, and cultural enlightenment, ‘‘Community education” and’
‘‘parent involvement®’ are not new concepts, although they may take a
somewhat different look today than they did 50 or 100 years ago.

No argument is being made here for romanticizing the small school,
but thére does seem to be much that is valuable from the legacy of these
schools. Building on that legacy, we should be able to overcome most of
the shortcomings of small schools today by keeping what is best from
the past and using the opportunmes for improvement offered by the

MC'" .9 ;
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. .~present. At the same time, it is quite possible that many of the problems
gncquntered in yrban and other large school settings might find sohd-
dions in small-school traditions and practices. Some of the better knqwn .
educational ‘‘innovations’’ of today, which have soots in the sma[l (and
usually rural):schools of the past, include the following: =~ - -

4

. Nongradeji classrqi)ms- '
" Flexible scheduling® _—

Individualized instruction

Independent study o

Peer teaching/tutoring p N
Team teaching '

Continuous progress

Mastery learning AN
The school as a *‘family”’

Studeént attivities .

«

Parent-teacher conferences and committees

O
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- “ The Question of Minimum Size

Of the various “refcrm” efforts in education in the last SO years,
perhaps the most successful has been the consolidation of rural and
- small school districts. From 1930 td 1972 the number of school districts
in this’ country decreased from 128,000 to 16,960, and the number of ¥
one-room clementary schools from 149,000 to 1, 475, At the secondary
. level the number of traditional four-year high schools (the kind usuaily
. found in nlral.{ag\d small distrirts) was-cut in half; at the same time the
" enroliment in secondary schools tripled.? . “~
School consolidation efforts succeeded primarily because educators '
| accepted without question the assumption that consolidation of small'
schools, with their less well trained teachers anu limited fi nancial
resources, would solve most of the problems long considered endemic o
rural education. Even those parents and educators with reservations .
i about consolidation conceded that it. would save money /throug?\ ’
' economies of Scale and increasei operating efficiency. This assumption
*  needs some scrutiny. . . -

It is true that traditional measu¥es of educauonal achievement-have ,
shown students in small and rural schools to be lagging behind their ur-
ban counterparts. However, it can be'argued With considerable validity
that students in these smaller schools may be learning values in self-
reliance, human relations, character development, and other areas not

~ .measured by standardized tests that urban students have often been
! ' noted to lack. Although small schools can't always provide the extensive
‘ curriculum offerings found in urban schools; they do offer a solid basic
education program und have far fewer problems with discipline, drugs,
vandalism, and truancy ’ s
-

.
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Advocates of school consolidation have used such measures as years ’
Lo of school completed, extent of funcuonal illiteracy, grade retardation,
¢ and percent of youth attending col!ege to bolster their case. These
measures seem to indicate that educational achievement in smaller rural
schools falls short of that in large scaools. However, these differences
largely disappear when adjustinents are made for the migration of many
rural, well-educated young adults to metropolitan areas and for the
“ lower socioeconomic status of the general population in rural areas. -
Add to this recent data from the National Assessment of Educational
Progress that indicate improved performance among rural children and
youth to the point of reaching nauonal averages for some ages in_
science, reading, functional literacy, and social studles angd it* »yould
seem that the purported advantages of consolldauon “have probably
been exaggerated considerably. Even the argument of being able to of- .
fer the advantage of more spccialized and advanced classes in larger
schools is muled by the fact that only a small percentage of excepuonal
students actually take the specialized classes. .
Questions can also be raised relative to the economic advantages of
school consolidation. Zranted, increased size will produge some econ-
on.es, but the extent of savings depends on other factors, such as the
~ quality "of education. provided and {ransportation costs. A recenj review
*  of research on ,echool size sconomies concluded that elementary eduga-
tion may experience economies for relatively small populations (300 to
. 600 students). Secondary schools and school dlgtrlcts may experience
economies over a greater pupil range. However, evidence from the .
research available indicates that application of these findings to most .
cost questions must be considered carefully and on a case-by case basls,
because cost factors othcr than size are often changed by ‘the circum-
stances. Increased funding required by an expanded cumculuml addi-
' tional student services, transportation, and other costly operations-in v
bigger schools and schoot districts may largely offset savings related to
’ ‘increased size.} . ’
Since there is not clear- cut evidence for the supenomy of either large
or small schoo's on the basis of cost, comprehensiveness, student
development, and academigc achievement, we must turn to other con-
s«ierauons in our,quest for answers to the optimum school size ques-
o S
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t tion. For example, curtently, wh ublic confidence ilj education is
dwindling, school administrators and school boards are zsking how to
restore citizen and parent support for schools. It is no secret that parents
have long favored smaller schools, particularly if they were
“‘neighborhood’’ schools. And there |s little argument that parent-
teacher/parent-school relationships are usually better in smaller school
distiicts or in smaller schools in faige districts.

In trying.to answer the question about optimum school size, it is difs,
flcult to prove empirically the advantage of smaller schools. Rather, we
must look to common scnse, observation, and logical reasonmg for
evidence about the values of education in small schools. In the next sec-
tion we shall consider both empirical and other kinds of evidence as we
dis~uss in more detail thc advantages of smaller schools.

@ \
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- Advantages of Smaller Schools

In discussing the advantages of smaller schools, I have grouped my )

arguments into six areas: 1) community relationships.and control, 2)
finance, 3) administration, 4) teachers,5) students, and 6) curriculum
- and instruction. 2

Community Relationships and Control

Historically the rural school has served as a community nucleus, with
strong support from parents and other community members and close
working relationships between the staff and members of the communi-
ty. The community’s awareness of school policies and of what is gaing
on in the school results in a kind of informal accountability. More
parental involvement in school activities results in mutual expectations
for student-behavior. The community- exerts more direct control over
the school and thus sees that the schiool serves the specific needs of the
community.

- Finance

Because citizens feel a more direct relationship to the schnols, they
tend to be more willing to support them financially, Since school

facilities are usually available for various community uses, taxpayers

can avoid unnecessary duplication of public facilities. Administrators
and school board members can exercise clear supervision of schiool ex-
penditures.

ERIC . 44




‘Administration

Relationships between faculty and administrators (many of whom
have some teaching responsibilities) are usually closer, and more
teachers and students are likely to be involved in making administrative
decisions. Administrators’ relationships with students, parents, and

" other community members are usually more cooperative. There is less

burcaucracy and red tape; there are fewer regulations. Therefore, it is
easier to make changes in the organization and administration of the
school. Schedules can be altered more readily to accommodate instruc-
tional objectives. Record-kecping and reporting activities are less com-
plicated. . T

Teachers - N

Because relationships with administrators tend to be more personal,

there 1s a greater sense of community among the staff. 1n a small school

each teacher must assume a variety of roles, including involvement in |
guidance functions, thus providing a breadth of perspective to the totai
school program. Teachers are more likely to be respected as valuable
members of the community. And since they tend to come from small
communities, they are more likely to understand and to adapt to small-
town community life. They know their patents better and therefore
receive bettes cooperation i resolving problems that arise. Because
teachers have to be generalists, they are more receptive to participating
in team teaching, program planning, and other cooperative ventures.
Teacher-student ratios are usually lower.

Students

School morale tends be higher in smaller schools. Students have
more pride in their community, their school, and in themselves, which
results in improved student conduct; because there is less alienation,
fewer studeats have poor attitudes toward school. Students are more
hikely to approach teachers and other school personnel with individual
needs and problems. Because each student is nceded, a larger percentage
is involved in student activity programs. Such programs are more likely

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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to be learning ‘xperiences for many rather than a siage for a few stellar

-« performers. Because |nd|V|dualLuuon is easier to carry out, students
have a greater opponum‘y to discover their individual identity and
potential. Fipally,. students are the ultinate beneficiaries of the.closer
relationships among parents, teachers, administrators, and the com-

" munity. - ' i
4 4

Curricilum and Instruction -

b

lndiviciualization of instruction is a necessity; therefore the school is
likely to be learner-centeted, with more independent study and cross-age
grouping likely to occur.. [t-is easier to make changes in curriculum
organization and mstructwnal materials and to achleve curriculum ar-
ticulation and coordination. It is easier to arrange > schedules and to work
out other logistical problems related to instruction (field trips, assembly
programs, work-study programs, etc.)., -

i ' R

. The advantages inherent in small schools are not automatic, of
course. If not properly used by administrators and teachers, they could
become Hindrances to good education. Small class size has little advan-
tage if teachers persist in lecturing '‘when small-grou_p' procedures would
be more appropriate. Scheduling flexibility could become scheduling in-
flexibility if administrators persist in using scheduling systems developed
for large schools. By recognizing the values of sinallness and then taking

advantage of them, educators can.do much to enhance the learning of

students.

- ! ow
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' Disadvantages of Smaller Schools

Although the purpose of this fastback is to make a case for small
schools, | would be remiss if 1 did not give attention_to the inherent
disadvantages of small schools. In many cases, disadvantages are simply
the other sidz of the coin of the advantages. The intent in discussing the
disadvantages is to identify ways to alleviate or overcome problems
brought about by smallness. Such solutions will be discussed. later in this
fastback. As in the previous chapter, the disadvantages arz groupcd into
the same six categories: community relationships and.control,.finance,
administration, teachers, students, and curriculum and instruction.

*

~

Community Relationships and Control

Smaller communities tend to be more conservative and slow to meet
the changing needs of students now and in the near future, If the com-
munity is isolated, as well as small, there is likely to be cultural im-
- ——— ~poverishment-and- paroch:ahsm.*Bccause‘thc schoolissocentraltothe
life of the community, the community may exercise an overbearing in-
fluence on the school, particularly relative to values and customs. Most
small communities are homogeneous in most respects and therefore pro-
vide less oppartunity for students to have contact with those from dif-
ferent backgrounds and cultures. The genera] tendency to value the no-
tion that “‘bigger is better” might affect the community self-concept.
’ Such inferiority, feelings may make it difficult to maintain high morale

" in the school.

O
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Finance .

’

.- ‘Small schools arc not inherently efficient financially. To provide a
quality program requires a relatively high per-student expenditure. The
traaition of paying for schools with local ad valorem taxes causes a wide
vanation in the ability of small communities to support their schools.
Most small communities have only one or two major kinds of economic
activity, so when economic misfortune hits one of these tax-supporting
businesses, 1t is difficult for the rest of the commumty to make up for
this loss of support. As state legislatures come under the control of ur-
ban constituencies, state laws relative to school finance tend to

. discrimnate against smaller communities. Further, federal education

programs have been designed primarily for urban areas, both in kind
and 1n allocation of moncy. Most smaller communities tend to have an
‘older, more conservative citizenry, who are usually less able, and less
willing, to vote for taxes necessary to support quality schools.

Administration

Administrators in small schools and school districts have little, if

any, assistance. Most principals have a part-time secretary at best, and

few specialized services to students and teachers are available. Superin- \ ;
|

tendents must complete all the reports and other chores required by
state and federal agencies. Without help from i_ntcrmedbiate or ¢o-
operative .agencies, it is almost impossible for tem to submit the pro-
»  posals necessary to get supplementary funds. Small-school adrainistra-
tors are often those with the least-exp=rience and professional prepara-
tion. There is limited opportunity for professional giowth of ad-
ministrators, because without subordinates to assume responsibilities it
is difficult for them to take time away from school. Funds for profes-
sional development are also usually vefy limited. The fact that 1aany
principals also teach can be a disadvantage since it takes time and drains
their energy away from administrative and leadership responsibilities.
Administrators are particularly susceptible to pressure from the com-
munity, because they are in daily contact with parents and community
! leaders. The potential benefit of close contact with teachers and
students may become a disadvantage if relationships are not good.

[mc ' - 18 L
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Teachers %

Attracting and keeping quality teachers is one of the greatest dif-
ficulties faced by small schools, especially in rurai and economically
disadvantaged areas. Lack of adequate housing is often a problem.
Teachers, as well as other, in small o isolated schools, often suffer
from an inferiority complex about their <chool and their professional ef-
fectiveness. Professional development for ieachers is especially difficult.
Because teachers are frequently isolated from colleagues in their special
field, there are limited opportunities- for professional interaction.
Operating as a-generalist has its values, but with a limited number of
teachers to cover the curriculum, it may mean that some are required to
teach outside their ficld of professional strength. Multiple lesson
prepas ations are tisually a necéssity. Three or more preparations at the
secondary school level are common, and drain a teacher’s time and
energy. Supportive services to help teachers deal with various student
problems, if available at all, arc .sually limited. Academic freedom is
often curtailed by the conservative attitudes of the community and the
scnool board.

Students

Students have fewer choices relative to cougse offerings and teacher
assignments. This frequently presents difficulties when transferring to
another school. Sometimes feelings of inferiority make it difficult for
students to adjust to university lifc or to working in large cities. There
are fewer provisions for students needing special education, and fewer
support services are available (guidance, counseling, health, psycho-
logical, instructional). The usual homogeneity of the student body limits

. their exposure to varied ethnic, sociocconomic, and cultural groups of

Amierican society. A negative bias by teachers toward particular families
in the community or bad experiences with older siblings may cause dif-
ficulties for students who don’t really deserve them.

Curriculum and Instruction

When small schools mimic lacger schools in organizing their cur-
riculum, the result is often course offerings with limited scope and
depth. Unique organizational and instructional techniques designed to
accommodate smaller numbers of students and teachers in smaller

RIC 19 19
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schools are largely undeveloped or seldom used. New developments in .
teaching technology are seldom available. Lack of financial resources |
often limits the availability of instructional materials. There is often an
overemphasis on the academic areas of the curriculum because they cost
the least and because of the conservatism of the community. Special
programs for exceptional students are often inadequate or nonexistent.

¥ . -
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* Meeting the Needs of Smaller Schools

The discussion to tkis point has dealt with the many advantages—and
disadvantages—common to most small schools. Because there are too

fiiany students in these schools to negléct their educational needs, we

must find ways to make ihe most of inherent valucs found-in small
sg¢hools and their communities. In this chapter we shall consider what is
needed to improve small schools and rural education with suggestions
concerning student needs, finance, c0mmun|ty values, curriculum and
instruction, personnel, and policy control.

Meeting s!uden( Needs .

Young people in small and rural schools today are not drastically dif-
ferent from their city cousins. This increasing homogeneity has occurred
because of many factors in the modern world, most noticeably transpor-
tamon and television. Furthermore, the variety of student needs is
similar in urban and rural areas; there are just fewer of each varietyin
smaller rural schools. 1t might seem that it would be easier in smaller
schools to give individual attention to those with special needs, but this
is not necessarily so because there are fewer professlonal personnel to
work with the wide variety of needs.

Those research studies that have made allowances for social class,
economic conditions, and ethnic groupings have found that academic
perfermance in small schools is about equal to that in metropolitan
schools. This says to us that for academically inclined and motivated
youngsters small schools are satisfactory. It is a different story,
however, for students with special needs. A recent study of rural schools
found that problems of their studentZ are aclually more severe than
those of students in urban schools. Ruril schoolstudents are more likely
to be classified as |ll|terate and to score lower on national achieverent
tests. They enroll in school at an older age, ‘progress through school
mere slowly, and complete fewer years of school. These problems are
primarily conccntrated in low-mcome areas and among mmormes.

RIC ' < a . 2]
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In addition to the problems of minority and poor young people in
smaller rural schools are the problems of those who desire Vocational
education. Typically, the only vocational courses offered are agriculture
and home economics; and demand for study and work in these fields is
not as high as it or:ce was. Rural vouth are often interésted in areas re- °
quiring special vocational training, but neither the facilities nor the
feachers are available.

Perhaps the most difficult problem for smaller rural schools is pro- ~
viding special education to a small number of handicapped children,
/

- who may be scattered geographically. A wide range of handicapped
conditions spread over multiple grade levels presents a situation few
teachers can manage. adequately. We have both a moral and legal obli-
gation to meet the special needs of all handicapped children and youth
wherever they may live.

Development of social skills for coping with the modern Avorld is |
often overlooked in smaller rural schools. In fact, this “invisible cur-
riculum” may be even more important for these children and youth
than the academic curricufum, T

It should be clear that the wide diversity of needs common to stu-
dents in both metropolitan and rural areas requires innovative and even
daring efforts by educators in smaller schools and by those in the com-
munity who support their efforts. ‘‘Business as usual’’ is not enough for
nieeting the educational needs for today’s technological society; this is
especially true in those communities where schools are unavoidably’

-

small.

Meeting Financial Needs

Finances plague almost all school districts these days, but the situa-
tion for rural and other small schools is especially severe. Tradmonally
the local property tax has been the’ primary source of income for
schools, even though most, “authorities on school finance agree that it
produces many inequities. Some districts have a hundred times more
property valuation to tax per student than do other districts in the same
state. Obviously, those students who happen to live in a tax;poor district
do not receive equal educational opportunities. Neither is it fair to ex- |

E MC 22 22 ‘
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pect property owners in poor districts to assume an excessive share of
the state’s responsibility for public education. Districts with a valuable
; property base can raise much more money with a small tax rate than
poor districts can with a much higher tax rate. Because of this recog-
nized inequity, over 50 years ago states began to amend school finance
formulas in various ways to help poorer districts, |

Most state school finance formulas designed to provide greater equi-

ty use a ““foundation’’ plan based on the value »f property in a district
and the tax rate school boards choose to levy. If a specified minimum
levy does not produce a certain minimum number of dollars for each
school child, then the state contributes funds to bring the local budget
up to a “foundation’ level. This minimum level, unfortunately, does
not usually provide enough for an adequate program. Even in these
times of relatively good teacher supply, “minimum foundation’’ dis-
tricts cannot attract the necessary numbers of good teachers for their
schools. Compounding the problem is that state funds are usually not
available for buildings and other capital outlay. Neither is adequate
allowance made for high transportation costs necessary in sparsely
populated districts. In addition, mandated programs for special educa-
tion students impose financial burdens. .

Achieving equity in school finance is a complicated issue, which is
compounded by concerns ¢f small school districts about local control of
finances. Based on past experiences with forced school consolidation”
and other state regulations, small-school officials fear that increased
state finance will-bring with it more state control and unwanted and un-
necessary rules and regulations. While there may not be a direct rela-
tionship between centralization of school finance and centralization of
other éducational decision making, there is enough evidence to make-
educators and community members wary. And the more recent federal-
ly funded educational programs are wviewed with even more caution.
Thus small-school officials are pulled between wanting additional
sources of funding for their schools and fearing increased state and
federal coritrols.

If state and federal contributions are to supplement local finauce ef-
forts, they should be in appropriate amounts and distributed in such a

Qway as to achieve the.goals of equity, stability, and flexibility.
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Regardless of place dﬂ residence, each studgnt should be provided an
“‘equal opportunity” for a good education. This oal is not easily
achieved, It does not mean that equal dollars wijl be spent per child nor
that all children will receive the same education. Rather, consideration
must be ziven to facts, of population sparsity, socioeconomic condi-

_ tions, ethnic and language background, and other variables that affect

the educational rieeds of children and youth,

Local districts need to be able to develop their programs on the basis
of a financial plan that is stable and predictable. Reasonable lead time
must be provided between allocation of state and federal furnds and the
implementation of programs at the local level so that school officials
have the assurance of some stability in planning and budgeting for
needed programs and services. . )

The goal of flexibility will allow districts to develop educational pro-
grams best sujted to local community needs and to the different charac-
teristics of individual students. This places definite limits on the degree
of state or federal control over local educational programs.

Meeting Community Needs

Small cbmmunties, particularly those in isolated settings, have a vﬁqe
variety of needs that schools can properly and successfully serve, A few
examples will iliustrate the larger dimensions of the school’s role in
meeung the needs of smallqr communities.

Educational needs of the community include more than what goeson

" in the schoolhouse. They also include self-development, basic educa-

tion, cultural development, lzisure time activities, recreation, vocational
education, health education, etc. Serving community -education needs
provides close ties between the school and community.

Economic needs of the community are another category calling for
the attention of educators. Many small communitie_s today suffer from
ecouomic stagnation and decline, although there are notable exceptions.
The flight of many of the younger and more capable people to urban
areas has com)pounded traditional economic problems caused by geo-,
graphic isolation, cultural homogeneity, decline of agriculture, and ex-
treme conservatism. The schools should have a central role in helping to
o . . 2
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s solve these economic problems in ‘order to improve the overail well-
. being of the community. . , )

® Quality of life in a community is determined by & whole spectrum of
factors, some of whigh relate to education and some of which don’t.
Values development and maintepance, interpersonal relations, religious

_ beliefs, crime and juvenile delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, oppor-
tunities for personal development, the performing arts, and a host of
other factors-determine the overall quality of life in a community and
quality of life for each member of the community. The school, as an in-
tegral_part of the community, can be of great help in enhancing the
quality of life in a community.

: Meeting' Curriculum and Instruction Needs

The school curriculum must emphasize both t ds of the local
:+ community and those of the larger wor}d‘;ffec&ﬁg that local communi- -

ty. The curriculum must relate to the everyday lives and problems of the
students, but it must also relate to the “outside” world. Throughout
. such a curriculum should be an emphasis on the options available 10

young people both within and beyond the local communpity. o
Generally, the most pressing curriculum andinstruction. riceds in
- small schools relate to scope, flexibility, organization, individualization,
. and:teacher competence. There must be a strong foundation in basic
«skills and an emphasis on practical skills and learning by doing. Liberal
_ education must be tied to vocational education, with an emphasis on in-
dividual initiative, independence, and self,-direction..'l:he ideal cur-
. riculum in small communities snould encompass the concept of the

- school as community and the community as school.

’ E

Meeting Personnel Nueds’

“The ample supply of teachers in most of the country during the pa§t
few years has relieved some of the severe personnel needs small schools
had in the past. However, there has certainly been no surplus of good
teachers available to small districts. Bright young teachers tend to be at-
E tracted: by either higher salaries of urban areas or they want to be
d‘where the action is.”’ Both research and experience tell us that the
ERIC . ' s 25 ' '
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reachers most likely to accept pasitions in smaller. schools and then stay
+L2re are those who themselves grew up in small communities, Others
may be attracted by what they percelve as the romanticism of rural life

»r by the necessuy of getting a job soméwhere. But few remain in thq

small school unless there are other more compelling reasons for their be-
ing there in the firss place.
Although there has been considerable research and speculation about

.- how to train and recruit teachers for small schools, probably the best

long-range solution for keting the personnel needs of%mall schools is
to recruit from the supply of thosz who lave grown up in small com-
munities and who have had their field experience and practice téaching
in a small school.. ‘ ;

\Yith the developing teachsr shortage in fields such as mathematics,
science. and education of the handicapped, small school districts face

" serious problems in attracting and holding good teache;;.in those fields.

Salaries are not the whole answer, although improving them will help.
Such factors as housing, the teaching environment, recreation and
leisure vpportunities, social life, and opportunities for personal and
professional develypment probably have more influence than salary in
recrriting and holding teachers in.small communities. Doing something
about these factors is even more difficult than impMving safaries.
Personnel needs in-small schools are not limited to classroom teach-
, ers. Just as serious is the shoriage of good administratprs and student
seryice personnel or the loss of promlsmg young school administrators
10 l\rger and more affluent districts. It is a discouraging’fact that, with
notable eXceptions, those who continue |n‘leadersh|p,posu|ons in smali
schools tend to e either those who, he>:ause of mediocre gblhues, have
little opporfunity to advance to a larger district or those whose avoca-
“tions and *‘moonlighting’* interests keep them in the community but at
the same tinte take much of their time and encrgy.
L% To meet the present and fuiure personnel needs in small school dis-
tricts will requirs some b-ld and innovative actions, particularly by state
departments of education. Teacher preparation programs will need to
providé field experience and practice teaching in small commiunities.
State certification standards will need to be modified to prepare
. “‘generalists’ with credentials in.more than one field, particularly at the
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secondary level. At the same time, school finance policy may need to be
" modified to allow extra compensation for those who are willing to serve
in small.schools, to provide adequate facilities, and to support a cur-
riculum that of necessity may be more expensive per student than in a
larger school district. .

N

Meeting Control Needs

For the past half century small communities have seen control of
their schools slip away. Consolidation of small school districts, forma-
tion of cooperatives and intermediate service units, increased state aid
with concomitant controls, and increased federal control resulting from
civil rights legislation and regulations tied to various aid programs hav
dispersed the traditional authority of local school officials. Whereas
local school boards were once in almost total control of their schools,
they now'feel that they have little say concerning how their schools are
conducted. R

How much local control is best is an issue that is still unsettled. Local
control carries with it great responsibility. Many school boards have '
shown that local céiitrol can also~mean-local-neglect-of schools-or.——
discrimination against certain members of the community. It is doubtful
that local school boards will ever enjoy the degree of control they once
knew, Nevertheless, it is generally recogniz  that local input and con-
trol are essential to strong community suppe.t. - i

If community leaders demonstrate a willingness to prdvide an ade-
quate and equitéble education for all young people in the community
and also provide for community educational needs, they are likely to
maintain a higher degree of local autonomy. However, it's a lot more
work to create locally-relevant curricula, to use the community as a
learning resource, to share ideas and resources among neighboring
schools, and to use modern techiology to provide for individual dif-
ferences. It is much easier (and less expensive) to simply hire a teacher,
buy standard textbooks, and put students into a classroom all day long.
Local school leaders must take the initiative in meeting the unique needs
of small schools if they wish to be masters of their community's educa-
uonal destiny.
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How Do We Get There From ﬁere?

. Rccogmzmg the needs and the potential needs of small schools is”
relatively easy; ‘meeting the needs and fulfilling the potential requires'
considerably more initiative, imagination, and ingenuity. Let us bégin

c-by locking at some important social indicators aud trends that have im-
plications for smaller schools as the first step in seeing how we can get
there from here. '

»

Socigl Indicators and Trends

More than one authority has pointed out that ‘the changes in schools
during the past 50 years have been primarily quantitative. There are
fewer schools but they are larger. The school ‘year is longer. Teachers
have more training. There are more courses available to studen?s and
more instructional resources available to teachers. There are more

S studcnts in:school;.theystay.in_school longer; and they represent’a much

wider range in ability and special needs. More of them are gomg to col-
lege. Qualitative changes, those actually affecting the way we do things
in schools, are much less eviden:. In the next 50 years the need is for
qualitative change in small schools as well as in their urban counter- ,
parts. )

In the recent past the trend has been in the direction of specializa-
tion, centralization, and consolidation. Now, however, we are seeing
countertrends that recognize the reality of smaller schools in rural com-
munities and that question the efﬁcacy of specialization, centralization,
and consolidation.

Since 1930 the number of school districts in the United States has
been reduced by almost 90%. Yet, of those remaining, more than half
enroll fewer than 1,000 students; and about 20% of the nation’s student
population i is in districts with fewer than 2,500 students. With the cur-
rent movement of people from large urban areas to the South and West,
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to rural areas, and to smaller cities, it becomes increasingly obvious that
small schools cannot be ignored or left to develop in unplanned fashion.
Population movements in our country will likely result in rapid social
change in many rural communities. Educators in those communities can
expect increasing enrollments, new ideas, and new expectations. Other
population trends that will have an impact on schools are: 1) an-in-
creasing percentage of older and middle-aged persons and a smaller

= percentage of children, 2) a greater number of. single:parent homes and
working mothers, 3) stronger competition for jobs as more. women enter

the work force and 4) an increasingly strong voting block of older

citizens. i
It is important to recognize the demographic trends mentioned above
as we think about improving small schools, but we must not lose sight of
the fact that there is considerable diversity among, the small and rural
schools of the nation. Tom Gjelten has classified them into five groups:
1) the *‘stable’’ districts, the classic stereotype of a rural school usually
- found in white, middie-~lass farming communities; 2) the “deprcssed'
.rural”? districts found mostly in the South; 3) the “‘high-growth”’ com-
munities typical *of boom-town: situations; 4) the ‘“‘reborn’ or renais-
sance districts enjoying a revitalization due to high in-migration rates;
and 5) the truly «sisolated” districts located on islands or in moun-

—tainous or desert areas.’
Common to these school districts are their small enrollments, but -

other variables unique to each type of community should keep us from
making too many hasty generalizations about how to improve small
schools. While each community may be homogeneous, the differences
among the various small communities of the country are treméndous.

The indicators and trends relative to personnel needs, use of modern
technology, finance, and control, all of which were discussed earlier, are
also important—perhaps the most important indicators and trends'in
terms of what is actually likely to happen in small schools.

!

National, State, and Local Policy )

Perhaps the most important issue related to small schools is the
recognition thfdt they exist, that they will'continue to exist, and that they
deserve their share of national and state attention when it comes to
O
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school improvement efforts. M. Ann Campbell, former Nebraska State
Commissioner of Education, expressed the issue well with a.story she.
told in a speech delivered at hc National Rural Educauon Seminar in
Washington, D.C., i in 1982. 6" .

Anold gardcner while laying a stone wall in a country estate was asked
by the owner why he used so many small stones along with the large ones.
“I’s like this, ** he said, **these stones are fike men. Many small men like

_me are needed to keep the big ones in place. If I leave small stones out, the
big ones will not stay in place and the wall will falt.” .

As applied to the future of small schools, this-means that the school
consolidation policies of the past will be curtailed. They have no doubt
served a good purpose, but there are better alternatn s today. They in-

) . clude programs of technical assistance, specfal allowances for necessary
\ transportation costs, cooperative arrangements of various kinds among
- small distficts, special financial allowances for unavoidably small
“schools and school districts, and unique curriculum and instruction ar-
rangements. More specific recorimendations of this type came from the

Nauonal Semlnar on Rural Educauon in 1979 and the follow-up Re-’

.7 . gional Rural R dtables in 1980 The recommendations were numef-
* ou$ and were cted more specnf'cally to federal initiatives, but- most

___of them are appropriate for attention.at any lével of government. The

’ following selection from these recommendations indicates the more im-
-+ portant positions taken. .
1. Eliminate antirural bias. _ . '
2. Establish funding formulas and mechamsms that will provide *
maximum local flexibility in dealing with the needs of special rural .
. populations. )
3. Help rural districts pr0v1de equitable services to special popula-
tions by providing additional support for transportatiof, facilities, and
. delivery systems. ’
4, Encourage development of locally relevant curricula by providing
. resources for collecting data; revnewmg, adapting, or generating new
materials,
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- they can compete for program t:unds -

5. Encourage and support.community-based educational organiza-
tions and initiatives, particularly those serving traditionally neglected
populations. )

6. Provide tcchnlcal assistance to rural school districts in order that

N

7. Support communication networks to encourage sharing of infor-

mation about rural education by small school districts and agencxes at

all levels of government.

8. Combine funding from various agencies or programs in order to
improve the delivery of educational services for community develop-
ment. -

9. Provide specialized rural preservice and inservice training pro-

- grams for teachers and other educational personnel.

10. Establish mcenuve programs to attract personnel specnally
trained for smaller school districts.

11, Develop and utilize appropnate technology for both |nstrucuon .
and administrative serwces

12. Provide gmdance and counseling programs and materials that
focus on the unique needs of students in these schools.

13. Provide vocational programs that develop a broad base ‘of dxver-
sified knowledge and skills needed for employment, self-employment,
or for supplementary income. -

14. Reconsider the policy of school ¢onsolidation because of the yis-
ing costs of fuel for school transportation. .-

15. Develop energy conservation measures.”

»

‘Best Practices ;

. »

Curriculum and Instruction. A curriculum that is appropriate for small
schools will relate directly to the community and everyday lives and
problems of students, wuhout neglecting collége and . vocational
preparation and world underStapdmg Experiential learnirig, as devel-.
oped in some of the alternative and outdoor schools, is patticularly ap-
propriate for small schools. Text materials should relat~ :9 both rural
and urban environments. Courses shauld provide a strong focus on per-
sonal/co'nmunuy development To overcome the inferiority syndrome
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comr;wn in many small communities and schools requires strong doses -
of community and school pride that recognizc the community -heritage
and its accomplishments.

Teaching methods should take advantage of the natural small- school
assets of cooperation, coordination, and close student-tez .2 relation-
ships. Fortunately, modern technology provides a - r .d of in-
dividualizing instruction if we will learn how to make th. .t use of it.
With the aid of microcomputers, every student czin ¢ # * closer to a
private tutorial experience.

Innovative ideas (many of which have their roots in the one- room
schools of the past) thdt are appllcable to small schools include small-
group instruction, individual study, contracts, block scheduling ar-
rangements, individual and small-group projects, community-based
learning expcnemes, outdoor education, peer and cross-age tutoring,
team teaching, and using community members in planning and pro-
viding learning opportunities. ' .

' . '
Personnel. Staf}'ing in smaller schools is one of the most difficult prob-
lefns to solve. Even today with an ample supply of teachers, itis difficult
to recruit good teachers who are willing to live and work in smaller or
isolated communities. About 80% of the teachers currently workmg in
small-schools -grew -up- in-the-country-or in-towhs of- less than 19 000
population.$

A study' of 45 school districts in South Dakota identifies charac-
teristics of good teachers in smaller schools.? They include the follow-

. ing: . B

1. Have a Tanch or small town background and an appreciation of
the countryside. _

2. Able to work independently wuhout suprrvision and maintain
classroom discipline.

3. Demonstrate a positive attitude toward youth and teaching.

4. Accept the community as it is and be involved in its affairs.

§. Able to adapt to the limited resources of small schools in rural
~ommunities. ¢

O
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This same study emphasized the need for good inservice programs, of-
fered on site and desi;ncd to serve the expressed needs of the teachers
involved.

Here are some things admlmstrators and school board members
should keep in mind when recruiting in urder to keep good teachers in
smaller schools.

1. Recruit those prospects who grew up and went to school in small
towns and rural areas. . . o
" 2. Try to get teachers who are certified and, capable of teaching in
more than one subject area or grade level and who are prepared to
supervise more than one kind of student activity.

3. Look for teachers who are flexible and able to adjust to the
hfestyles shopping facilities, cultural life, and re_reational oppor-
tunmes in small communities.

4. Recruit teachers who are able to accept being scrutinized by
parents and other community members with whom they are in daily
contact. L

5; Try to attract teachers who have enough cultural background and
knowledge of the world to help students overcome their limited perspec-
tive’and experience. °

* 6. Offer the very best salary and fringe benefit plan possible, even if
it means neglecting some other budget items. .

7. Arrange for good housing if it is not ava|lable, even to the extent
of, subsidizing it if necessary.

8. Do everything possible to help teachers with thelr own profes-
sional development including good local inservice programs, finuncial
aid for graduate study, and app_roprlate salary increments for profes-
sional development activities. . .

9. In recruiting, emphasize teacher autonomy, ‘direct-access to ad-
ministration, the slower pace of living, smaller glass size, community in-
volvement, and other advantages of smaller schools.

‘' 10. Work with community leaders to provide recreational oppor-
tunities for teachers, including various kinds of trips and access to
recreationa] facilities in the community or nearby. See that teachers are
included in the recreational activities of the community,
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11. Be sure that teachers know that they are the most important part
of a good school and treat them like the professionals you want them to
be. ’

Finance. Securing adequate funding is at the heart of most small-school
problems, although there are some districts blessed with ample funds.
Following are some things that can be done to alieviate the finance
problems common to smaller {chools:

1. Give attention to the special needs of rural.and small schools,
those associated with small size, population sparsity, isolation, and
rural diversity.

2. Avoid seeking simple solutions to complex problems of small

- school finance.

3. Recognize that providing quality education in small communities

1is generally more costly than in cities. )
‘4. Accept the fact that spending patterns, e.g., for transportation,
will be different in small school districts. ,

5. Provide for better accessibility to special grants, pregrams, and
subsidies from state, federal, and private sources.

6. Adopt policies so that the.school.and other community agencies

-~ can more easily share their resources.

7. Seek supplementary funding from state and federal sources to in-
crease salaries and other financial benefits for teachers. ‘

8. Urge states to assume an increased proportion of total educa-
tional costs. R

9. Seek state aid formulas that will provide proportionately greater
assistance to districts with low property wealth and low income.

10. Avoid tying reorganization or consolidation to financial incen-
tives.

11. Allow budget decisions to be as decentralized as possible. This
will require some flexibility in state standards.

12. Urge states to assume full costs of transportatiop and capital ex-
penditures. . ‘

Organization. The essence of improving education in small schools is
captured in one word—cooperation. In earlier efforts at cooperation
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(some would cali it forced coopcrauon) local dlstncts were consolldated
into larger administralive units. Now, other approaches are being used.
The three most common are: 1) specialized services provided through
decentralized offices of the state education agency; 2) special district
education service agencies, either legally constituted or cooperative; and
3) educational cooperatives. The special district education service agen-
cies are probably providing more programs and services to local dis-
tricts, but either one of the other approaches may be more appropriate
for a particular state or region. } )

Whatever the organizational approach, there are a variety of instruc-
tional and administrative activities appropriate tor cooperation. They
may be as simple as two teachers from two different schools working
together, or as complex as a statewide network of intermediate agencies
that provide an array of special services. Some of the areas of coopera-
tion include instructional materials centers, pupil personnel services,
area vocational programs, textbook exchange programs, consultants for
inservice programs and curriculum development, driver education cour-
ses, psychologlcal and-guidance sé€rvices, computer services, and coop-
erative' purchasing. 1 Other possibilities include cooperation in offering
advanced courses, or those in less demand; sharing of vocational

N teachers or other special staff (e.g., counselors, psychologists,
librarians, ¢tc.); sharing use of microcomputer labs and simulated voca-
tional education programs. The possibilities for cooperation are limited
only by the imagination and ingenuity of educators and the willingness
of administrators to ¢stablish a structure through whlch cooperauve ef-
forts might function.

Thus far we have considered the kinds of cooperauon that are infer-
school -or i/nter-dlstrlct in nature. There are .even more exciting
possibilities for cooperation among teachers and administrators within
individual schools and school districts. Team planning and team teach-
ing, peer observation to improve teaching, sharing of teaching
materials, and scheduling arrangen.. ats whereby teachers may have the
time to share ideas and to improye teaching and learning .in their
schools—these are some of the ways the professional staff can cooperate
to improve their schools. :
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Other organizational plans or administrative arrangements provide
the flexibility that is needed for improving teaching and learning in
) small schools. They include:

. Nongraded schools (both elementary and secondary) -
. Large group, small group, independent study plans
.iFour-day school week’
. Flexible scheduling )
. Cross-age grouping -~ .
. Correspondence courses
. Advanced standing courses
. Community education programs

9. Flexible compulsory attendance requirements so students can
take advantage of opportunities to learn outside the school

10. Summer programs, both academic and nonacademic

v
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Leadership. 1t is not-the- intent of this fastback-to explore the process

and strategies of educational leadership. However, without effective
leadership, the other ideas we have considered for improving small
schools are not likely to happen So, let'us consider briefly some of the
aspects of leadership that are particularly applicable to improvement of
education in small schools.

As mentioned earlier, citizens in rural areas and smaller communities
tend to be conservative, slow to accept change, somewhat suspicious-of
anything coming from outside the community, and often slow to agree

T on anything. However, they will mobilize to improve their schools if

there is an emphasis on local determination of needs and local control of
program and policy changes that are suggested They will support what .
they see as being directly beneficial to the community as long as it re-
mains under local control and does not involve excessive bureaucratic
emanglements. ’

The following guidelines, based on both theory and experience, sug-
gest ways that leaders can bring about change to improve the educa-
tional program in small or rural schools:

1. The role of the designated school leader .is to coordinate and
facilitate the work of parents, teachers, students, and community




»
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leaders. They are the ones to consult in terms of school and community
needs; and they should be in control of the decision making involved in
what needs to be changed. ’

2. Human relations and communications skills are needed by leaders
directing the change process, as well as by all those involved in school
improvement efforts. It may be necessary to provide such training.

3. Any suggested innovations must be directly related to agreed-on
educational goals. Community values and customs are important con-
siderations in setting educational goals. To the extent possible, leaders
should strive for consensus (not compromise of majority vote) when i in-
volving the community in setting goals for school |mpr0vement.

4. Outside experts should serve as resource pcople only, not as
designers or.implementers of a iew program.

S. When making innovations, it is important to build an “‘institu-
tional base’’ to ensure that sufficient expertise and support remain in
the community to carry on when outside consultants are gone. Part of
this base is adequate finances to carry on the innovation and make it
permanent. .

. )
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Let’s Get On With It!

It is my hope that school leaders who read this fastback will find ideas
that will motivate them to fake action. Reams of articles and books are
written every year on the problems and needs in education, but little
happens as a result. Superintendents, principals, and other school
leaders need to study their local situations, consider the possibilities for
|mprovementf and take action to maximize the strengths and minimize
the weaknesses of smaller schools. In a time when our educational in-
stitutions face financial crises and retrenchment, those responsible for
the operation of our schools might find it easier to stick with the status
quo than to promote needed-change and improvement. but we need dy-
namic and bold leadership to provide opportunities for students in
smaller schools, and perhaps even 1o help show the way for larger school
systems. History indicates that we can expect such leadership from
small-school educators as they build on the legacy of small schools to
fulfill present and future needs of students and society.

e
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