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ABSTRACT L , ~ _
The' paper seeks to find a way to make rural education,
the focus of special efforts to develop electronic technologies, ard

to use ~rural schools as the developmental sites for configurations of
technology that have broad and general utility. The first section
suggests that smallness is an asset_to rural education, for education *
in small units is more ‘humane, more time is spent 6p-task, &nd

violence and discipline problems diminish. Administratively, special
school programs can be provided ‘to meet the needs of 'special .
learners, some schools cgn emphasize ‘basics, and others, creative
skills, etc. The next seftion deals with the myth that persists that
_the education provided in rural areas-is”poor, and that smallness is

one of the main handicaps'which leads to high costs, the low quality
_of existing instruction, the limited range of available programs, and. ™
the inability to provide special services to special populations.

Additional sections cover questions concerning electronic. o e

technologies (can electrofiic technologies reduce Gosts? can

electronic technologies improve the }imited range of available

prodrams in small schools? can electronic technologies 3rovide
~§#ecial,services to special jpopulations?) amrd a conclusion. (AH)
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APPLICATIONS OF ELECTRONIC TECHNOLOGIES
TO RURAL EDUCATICN : ‘
. ' Dr. Jerry L. Fletcher
* President .
Manifest Learning Systenis, Inc.
P.0. Box 866 K .
. . Tiburon, Ca. 94920
) . 415-435-7685 . /
,  INTRODUCTION « R ‘ ‘ L
/- . Y
The intent of this-paper is to provide a framework for : _7/
conéidering applications of electronic téchnologies to improviing

| ‘ /
rural education. The emphasis is on "rural" in a special way
- > . ' ' :

which.will be hest illuminated by considering what Ehis paper -

does not attempt to- do: : ' : L

}: “This paper does not attémpt to survey the endless

v

roo + possidilities of the new technologies, Given the rate at which ' '/ .
. Lo £ - .
new capabilities are being developed, and the hardware already on .

. 4 ' v’ o . : . *
‘the shelf, this paper simply assumes'that virtually anything could

be develgped: Whether an éppropriate conf}guration of electronic

R education is a very da

ferent thinbﬁ . .

2. This paper do

4

not merely focus on improVing education © '

through applications of plectronic techno]ng. While any. technology ' s

’

-

., «

schoals, this should no Tonger be acceptablée to rural people. Such

trickle-down improvements oftenjgre il -suited to rura) situations, /

’ . and the whole development process continues to treat rural areas as

Te

- mere extensions of urban and’'suburban schools. - , !

-
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Rather, this paper seeks to find a way to make ru;al education ,
: . : . b . ; -
the focus of a-special effort to develop electronic téchnologies for {/
3 ’ ’.
them, to use rural §chools‘as the deve]opmenta] sites for configuzations

R "‘of'techno1ogy that have broad and generaﬁ,ubi]ity. Then the, initial ‘

L

ot

/money‘and concern would flow to rura].schoo]s and commdnities‘first. *
While recogn1zwpg that this is* 3 mixed b]ess1ng, that being the

devp]opmenta] site for someth1ng nev wwth fund1nd\from out51de,'

, : . probably Federal government funding, is not something that a lot- of .
] 4 . R ' - . - ‘\
rural peop]e and rura1,communities‘wou1d care fpr there is never-
. /-
!
- . theless 1mportant po]1tica1 and symbo]1c reasons for such a mbve.

d

And certaiinly enough rural 'communities would €mbrace such a deve]opmenta]

v
1

ceffort to enabTe it to be accomp11shed . = !

' FOCUSING OM SMALLWESS 4 | e S

i R :Is Jthere such a\focus7 Is there a problem in ruxa]/émerica's ; o

P educat1on s}stem which, if so)ved woutd have broad and eneral utility, ‘

\J ) and for wh1ch runal schooPs are the obv1ous p1aCe‘to start? The focus

. . with the best chance of meéting these criteria is sma]]ne55$i S » . K
' through appropr1ate electrongdc techno\bgy delivery of educat1on through :
o . small units can be made educat1ona11y sound and econom1ca1 y viable, '

-, .

this would have very far-reach1ng cqnsequences And rura\ schools -
would*‘tfe the logical p]ace for demonstratmg th‘wt can be done

To elaborate on.- this frameworv cons der f\rst the ePucat1ona1 PN

advantages of sma1]ness, given the nearly crmpp]1ng nature of the

-

; ‘~_ forces attacking American educatiom today. A convincing case can be

- made that violence and'vandaliSm drug use, and other aberratigns ' \.

d1sappear when education 1s conducted in sma]]er un1ts (at.the outside

‘ C ... féwer than 400 students in building; optlmally fewer than 200) -

. . *

. . ’ . ;
0 . |

. . . , . .
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The present charbe that large schools are unresponsive and . -
e ; ’ . ’ ( . '
" unwieldy, leveled by parents, teachers, researchers, and students )

N

-

' ¥ ‘ ’ - . v
‘ themsS1ves, would be met. Smaller schools are organizationally much

~ more capable of responsiveness, ahd if through electronic technology
a compréhen?ivepcurricu]um'qan'be offered, this responsiveness )

wou]d be madé" mean1ngfu1 R P

.

Sma11er units are a]so 1nherent1y d@re humane, and whm]e a
large part of the present massmveZﬂefect1pn of_p1dd1e c]ass children j'
b

* to prAvate schoo{s is a'response.to forced busing,.a large prqportion

do not 1like the atmosphere of the large factory-like schools. Sma1Ler~ "
: schoals Jallow forﬁ;ere personal contact, ' ,

_ i Si W'aneous1y small schoo]s can b¥ more educationally demand1?g

.

as-with the reduction in d1sc1p11ne problems comes an increase 1n fime ®
N %
spent learnirg. The time-on-task variabTe is one of the f]rst of the

Nt '.

"variables that make a dmfference“ to come:out of:%he preSent sh1ft in !
AN - educational research, and smaller schools would a]mos€{1mmed1ate1y
% . hd - . i

/
increase th1s var1ab1e s1gn1f1cant1y 1n the country. \ v
~

. . ~. -
3 . There are also administrative advantages. Single~interest
pressure groups ®uld be defused by'the prevision of education in
. ’ s
Ak * _ small units. Some of the small schools could provide sex~education,

others not; some could teach evolution, others creat1on, some cot1d
¢ d , ? . . - /
. provide a discipkined bésic-ski11s‘orientatwon, others more freedom. )

[ -

*  -AM of the advantages that were c1a1med ten .years ago for alternative s

¢

‘e schools are still: poss1b1e, but the a]ternat1ve sghools movement faltered

N ‘s
LA TN T
. . ALTIEN P

. from the 1nab111ty to de11ver the quality df curriculum needed. a8
R4 4 4 § .
NS If electronic technologies can solve that'pnpblem, the advantages are

-

o ,still there. And» administrators would love ﬁot to have to face the ¢
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oL ///,r\hhssle of closing schools as engo]]ment drops. fhey‘just don't know
a way gﬁonomically to keep bui1dingé open with so few studepts (or at = ¢
1ea§t they believelihat they are ﬁaking cost—effective‘Qeciéions; a
more careful analysis m{ght suggest otherwise right ndh). ‘
chér opportunities for puttiﬁg.rﬁral education at the top of
the policy priorities of state and Federal funding -agencies are much
s/ A weaker. While concern about 1mprov1nd'rura1 education 1s 1ncrea51ng, .
the political strength of the,;oncern does not beg1n to rival tha;
of many other areas of educational 1nterest. vocat1ona1 and career
-

e R education, part1cu1ar1y in re]atlon to youth unemployment; improving

educat1ona] opportun1t1es for various minorities; and dealing w1th

oS /\ the crises of the System, such as violence and, vandalism, school )
finance, and teacher unionism. By contrast th& political power of
“ | rural America is unfocused, the diversity of rural America is such
that areas with common probiems are scati?red across the states so o '
_— that treating thém as a clas is very difficult; or mobi]gzing,them ‘
to act as a class is almost impossible.
‘If raw political strength is not’a-wé} to increase conEern for’
. J ural®dducation, neither is the apbroach of arguing that rural schools
‘;qve pafticular1y unique broblems likely tq work. « Unfortunately it
{s very diff16u1f to argue analytically that rural problems are all
that unique. While vocationalneducation is inappropriate to the rural

' 5

. . ! . . s . - .
environment, vocational education is also massively inappropriate and

ineffective throughout the country, particu]arTy in inner-city areas;

while thereis {nequitabTe distribution of fund§ to rural schools and

[} M - g .
among wural “schools, this is perhaps even more true within any large

. ’ o




* district; while teachers for rural -areas's: at be inappropriately

trained and the isolated and difficult conditions make tenure short,

.
»

this is massively true in city schools; while many minorities are
ynserveé/;r underserved in rural areas, this is more than equally

true in urban areas. The "rural schools have unique problems"

‘4

approach has limited utility. 'At-Best it will serve~to gain fér-
rural schools their fair share of é]]ocatéa_monies.
Capitalizing on smallness, Wowever, reprdsents a unique
opportumty Even though consohdatwn has been pushed Gry far,
. the bulk of rural education is prov1ded in much sma1§§r untts than

in metropolitan areas. Even if many of these school¥ are above the

- : P
optimum size to gain the advantages listed above, they are nearer

4

‘to it that city and suburban schools. Rural schools are thus a

unique laboratory for.the dgyé1opment and testing of ways of
providing comprehensive and effective education through small ‘schools.

‘\

In addition modern communicatiohs,tgchno1ogy is more free of geographic ’J°

constraints than any other service delivery mechanism. The low
< population density of rural America makes using it as a development

site for anything else substantia]fy more expensive,’it is almost a
- f .
unique strength of electronic communications that it can,bridge

* .

physical distances very cheaply. A demonstration of making small
' i d

)

schools viable in rural areas wherg/distances are vast would highlight

this aspect of the capability thé way nothing else would. Small

schools do not need the massive nearby resources of a city to be

\“\ educatiopally effective and efficient.

! X -




-MAKING SMALL SCHOOLS MORE EFFECTIVE . \

t ’ ' -6—

L4

h 4 . a
Though the variety is enormous, rUrgj schools are ﬁot particularly

ineffective. For a hundred years the'educateg manpower fb% the growth

of industries came from people éducated in rural schools Qho migrated
’ - - i

to cities. The data on rural schools collected by C¢nant 2pich

. -— .
supposedly backed his call for comprehensive high schools dctually -
o

umgercut his own conclusions.” Data frpw the NAEP do not show that
rural schools are all that fer behind, and the qap between éhem and
the best schools in the nation is closingg S

" Yet the.myth persists that the education provided in rural areas
is poor, and that smallness is one of the‘main handicaps. This myth \
has~four main components: high costs, the low quality of existing ¢

instruction, the limited range of 5vaiLab1e programs, and the inability

to provide special services to special popu]htions. Each of these

needs greater elaboration. L\\\\‘ .
HigCosts h‘Cost T _ & .

@

In any small ¢ehool the cost per pupil of providing. any particular
program or service will be higher because fewer pupils are served.
Whether this is in fact true in any partiCUaar school is Eomﬁlicated By
the generaNy lower sa1ar%es in rural areas, but certainly if a small

school tried to priovide as comprehens1ve a program as 3 large school

"with a similar. staff1ng mode] (separate spec1a11sts for each SUbJECt),

the costs per pupil would be substantially higher. One of the major

.

arguments for consolidation was an "economy of scale” argument, though

the rapidly escalat1ng costs offuel for buses and the increased ab111ty

of teachers to col}ect1ve1y demand higher salar1es calls this 1nto question,

?




Low Quality of ExistiMg Instruction

This component of the myth arises largely from data on the
gualifications of rural teachérs. They tend, on the whoie, to be
less well trained, to have done less well in college, and ofteh to

¥
be products of the local community. ‘In addition there are fewer

Books, fewer instructional éateria1s in general, and of c0ur£%,

a community with its own parochial outlook which will 1imit w};at

. AR

is permitted in the schools. The isolation of the teachers makes
peer contact difficult, so there are fewer sources of new ideas

and materials, or new ways of teaching. It was simply not expected
that. chiadren in ruéa? schools could be exposed to the qUa1ity of

. * !
instruction supposedly needed by citizens,in the culture.

sLimited Range of Available Programs

Given that smal¥ schools tend to model. larger schoo]ls, with

[y
.

specialists teaching courses in their disciplines, no small school

fy

can have the staff-to offer the full range of courses a large
schoo1‘can'o¥fer: Even though very few students will in fact take

advantage of any particular coupse,. the JJack of advanced mathematics
* * ' "
offerings, drama, music, art, or a number of vocational specia}tiqs

gives the image of an inadequate program,

v
[N ’ a

Special Services to Special Populations

If the range of of ferings to the general student body is
11m1ted the prob1ems are compoqtﬁed with m1nor1t1es In the_case

of hand1capped ch11dren, the number$§ with any particular disability’
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S~ s v

&re so few as to make specialized instruction extremely expensive. -
With larger groups pf minorities in rural areas: Native Americans,,
migrants, Spanish speaking students, or Blacks, the local po]itiéa]

N\

dynamics often result in severely irfequitable treatment,

The Truth in the Myth v/*’s

AS with any myth therefis a kernel of truth. Costs are higher

in rural gducation, and the more separate small units there are, the
N higher the costs are likely to be tq pro&ide an equivalent education

using the now standard model of schooling. As suggested in thq
d:Ltion

intro if these costs are really weighed against the achievement

levels

the cost-benefit tradeoff is likély not to be so biased against small

schools.

- - \( .
For the purposes of this paper, however, the focus is different.

°

If a way can be found, through e]ectronic‘communications technology, to

R

A}

either reduce cdsts,.or to provide a curriculum equivalent to that of

. a large} school for about the same cost, the myth would have been °

~ ¢ hit at its strongest point,
Fd . °

The same is true for the other three aspects of the myth. The

quality of the teacbers is 6robab1y somewhat less good, thogiﬁ.since
there is increas%ng evidence that it is the quality of the human
connection, not the training of the teacher, that determines the
quality of the education. There is a more limited range of offerings,

tﬁough when large schools seem to graduate many students who are

barely more than functionally literate, it is not clear what the '
: . . . :

* ]
, .

students and the absense of other problems of large 3chools, —
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larger range of efferings really means. And minorities are severely

discriminated -against, though whether it is worse than in cities is

a moot question.

This paper, however takes a direct look at the app11cab111ty

i

_of electronic communications techno1ogy to addressing these four,

problems, on the assumption that if these four aspects of the myth
~ .
can be dirgctly confronted, the other benefits of smallness will

"make the package seem attractive to a bread general “audience.

T

¢

i

£LEEERONIC TECHNOLOGIES. AND LEARNING o0

. o
- '

Before examining the ava11ab111ty of electronic solutions to

these problems, a wOrk needs to be said about what constitutes
1e§rring, ard the role that electronic technologies can play in
that. While this question could be a book in itself, and the | >
rapid deve]opment of the dardware capabi]ities suggests that not
much is truly 1mposs1b1e,.th1s paper takes the pos1t1on thatlearning
h?s two broa’ phasesx\ ‘ O | AN . '/___\
' 1. There is the phase of taking in 1nfonmat1on This has to do
with assimilating the content of sinstruction through listening to
presentations, reading, watch;ng démonstrations, ete. and practicing
exercises which have "right" answers: questions, tests, essays, etc.
to make sure the {nformation has been taken in.

‘2. There is the phase of Qorking with the information in one's
owd way: talking with people about/it, forming.opinions based on it,
trying if}out in real life situationy, comparing it with ene's own

experience and ultimately finding or creating one's own meaning out

’

of it. B
_ S 11

.
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Given the present state of technology, the first phase might

i

well be accomplished by some conf1gurat10n of eﬁgctron1c technology,

perhaps in a way substantially more effeq{1ve and.efficient than’
\ -~ .

what teachers are able to do today. The second phase cannqt be done

by electronic technologies, and pdssibly never wil}/be-able to be.

4 ' " ‘ .l / . . -
’ﬂﬁffﬂyr’Qwﬂeﬁlshe ultimately makes new knowledge a part of  oneself is a human-
. interaction, life-living process, and madhineS(are a long way from
¢ . . . ) ' > . ' - /
‘e . providing the full richness of human experience. ;

] -

.

For the purposes of this paper, therefore, no expectation is ‘ *

present that electrénic technologies will totally replace teachers.

Rather, it is possible for technologies to take over much of the

content presentation and accuracy of assimilation tasks that teachers

— ’ .
‘ presently perform. Done well this should increase the amount of
- time teachers can devote to planning and conducting the kinds of

human interaction experiences necessary to really making any new ..

~ . ‘

kpowedge ehe's own. \ ' e -
.. / ,
oo CAN ELECTRONIC TECHNOLOGIES REDUCE COSTS? 4 s v
- YA ’

) N .
. There are two sources of reducing costs in rural schools: Yo |

reduce the costs of transpbrtatign, and to replace some teachers.
L)

The vast bulk of a district's costs are 'tied up in salaries and

.

transportétion. Reducing transportation costs is certainly possible.
7 T -
Distance education has a long and distirguished history throughout the .o

worfd, and in adult education in rural areas of thé United States.

Simple radio broadcasts, or amplified telephone hook-ups between
the classes and remote listening posts work quite effectively. .
Ideally theére is a remote listening location to which a group of

-
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