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ABSTRACT |
The Nat1ona1 Comm1s=1on on Excellence in Education |

has challenged educators across the nation toarastically change the |

course of education during the 1980s. While rural educators share the l

desire to provide excellence in. education, the Commission and the o ﬂ

. ‘United States Department of Education must recognize the unique w

- characteristics of rural schools and provide appropriately different’

‘strategies to enable rural schools to meet the new goals. Rural ‘

educators urge national pol1cy makers to recogn1ze diverse rural’ |

subcultures, support innovative' teacher tra1n1ng programs, develop ‘

career ladder and merit pay systems des1gned to retain quality rural

personnel, support more comprehensive inservice training programs,

support 1ntermed1ate educational units, and provide adequate rural

special education services support.. Problems for rural schools

include insufficieht funding and inadequate speC1a11sts to provide

higher level basics, foreign languages, and advanced placement

classes recommended as graduation requirements by the Commission. To

strengthen programs, rural schools should consider senior student :

schedules, non-academic programs, classroom time on task, traveling

teachers, and ¢community participation., To support rural school

reform, policymakers should address recruitment, ‘support, and

retention of rural teachers by provxdxng flexible certification

requ1rements, career ladder and merit pay programs, and adequate

university teacher training programs. (NEC)
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Excellence .in Rural Education: “A Nation at Risk® Revisijted

3
A

* .
3

’ gAccordlng to a report of the National Commission oh Excellédce in

Educatlon, Amer:ca is "a natlon at rlsk“ (Natlonal Commission on Excellence in

. Education 1983). TIts educatlona] system is allowxng a. sxgnlflcant number of

, studeh&s'to pass'through its schools, receive hlgh schogl diplomas, and enter

higher lnstltutlons of learnlng wi thout, acqunrlng the base of knowledge and
|néormat|on, or the requ:red sKills, necessary to function in exther aowerk er
& higher learning environment. The Commlss:on challenges the educattonal
system to lmplement correctiue action now. What does. the Commission

recommend? What nmpact do the recommendatlons have on rural schools7 ch can

rural ‘schools meet the challenge°
' J

" . I3 e
What Is "The Imperative for Educational Reform*?
. Educators across the nation are being challenged to drastically change
the courde of education during the 1980s. To those long concernéd that “the

quality of ‘%ducation has deteriorated in our schbols, the. time is ripe for

significant improvements - that will enhance the future of those in. school.

This unprecedented crusadé to improve American schooling follows on thd heels

: L. - . .
of a number of recent reports.from individuals, - committees, and commissions

that point to a decline in the achievement of-high.schqol students. lThese

reports ootline specific changes that need to be made to overcome weaknesses

«

of the educational system.
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"A Nation at Risi: The Imperatiue for .Educational - Reform® (Natibnal_

”

Commission on Excellence ‘in Education 1983) highlights the shortcomings of

~

America*s educational programs. The startling.statistics presented in this

; )

[ report illustrate the need for substantial changes in American education if

the nation’s school ch}ldren are id§become productiue.and succe;s{gl citizens.
To ﬁee¥ .this need, 34 states have jnitiated cunriculum neforme'designed' to
armproue and upgrade academic’ offer:ngs in the schools, while 40 states p}an to
raise hkigh school gradua&:on requ;rements. In a related deuelopment, so;e'
" dozen gtates ‘ane recommending new standands for increasing ‘the pay fon
teachéﬁe. ’Such reforms hade prompted Terrel Bell, U.S. Secretarv of. -
Educatdon, to remark, *There is currently in progress the greatest, most far-
reaching and, I believe, the most.promising reform and renewa] of educatlon we |

v

have seen since the turn of the century ’ (McGrath 1983).

_,7

-~ ‘ . -
What Does the National Commission on Excellence Recommend? )

-

.. The "work of the Commission set forth a’number_of recommendationg which

o

addressed . the span of educéf?on from strengtheniny “high school graduationw

requirement5~ to raising requnrements for co]lege and uniuerssty adnlssxons.
. Y
Concomi tant wlth reforms in student performance, requurements were recommended’

. f6r reforms in instructional quality which highlighted improvement in teacher

" education. and development of career levels for teacheré,

’

Recommendations " for *substantial changes in high schaol graduation

requirements will have considerable lmpact on school district resources. The

LY

\ : follownng curriculum %or grades 9 through 12 were recommended for completion

prior to granting a high SGhool drploma:
. .

*
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. £ow
- English--4- years,
. o
- . Mathematics--3 years. )
. o - Sciente--3 ysars,
. ‘ . . |
. e ‘ T Social Studies~-3 years. ’ 3
. : co . , ]
- Computer Sciepce--1/2 year., A . Y.
- . ' “ ‘ k
- . ) ’ . . - . ’
>
. 3

]

The -Commissionts

recommendations emphasizing the first four subjects 1isted -

-

. above do not require that new subject content be addeg to the curriculum.. .
Rather, chey emphasize an increase in the number of years offered aad
. ‘ e L < e
required, )

1 4
2

An - |ncreas1ng number of institutions of htgber educatton are already

4

raising entnance reqU|rements,

°

‘ and the high schoo!s must follow suit if their

gradvates are t{o_be elingie fée college admission,. . For example,. an

additional two vears of foreign la;guage for college-bound students ‘s

T, encouraged by the Commission,

P

. some states, may soon be a bas:c element of the curriculum of all college- /

Thls recqmmendatlon, already a requirement in -

bound _students,  Many colleges now stress. that “some . secondary  school

experience W'fh & f0"9'9" language be reflected on the high school transcrlpt. _

N
-

\"N-”T/ The ‘inclusion of computer science as one of the “five new basics" adds a

new rzquirement to 5Ch°°1 PPograms. The lmportance of this. new technology has

teen noted by other QPOUPS as well, The Rural Education ‘Association - has.

+

adopted a simiiar position statement (Rural Education’ ASSOQEAtion National

) ’ . . ) .

Conference 1983):
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v The REA encour~'>ges rural eschools to revrew therr h:gh ’ . " s
. school gr‘aduat:on requ:rements and course oHemngs with <

the aim of strengthening fhe r‘equnrement: and curmculum

-
Jo

,m E*nollsh matheme.ilcs, scuence, socml studies, computer-
[ X}

~ sc@nce and foreign language,

-

) . @
- [S °

As ah ekamp‘]e of stalte—leuel, responsce *t'o the challenges in-"A Nationm at Risk,”

- .. . , -

Utah’s Education Reform Committee recommended adoption .of-\.a curriculu.m

thosop'hy "which places grgater emphacis on the basics of reading, writing,
mathematics, 1literature, science (:inclddiné computer sciénce), bistory and

soci-al stu%ies“ (Utah -State $teering Committee 1983). ’

-

These favorabie responses; not onlv to the Commisston’s recomendatxons -

-

in general but to its specific inclusion of new subject matter as wen are a <

reflectlon of the sxncere dedlcatxon of aH professnonal educators to the task

. of preparinb <tudents to meet the demands of a conpdex and changing world.

Favorable as they are, howeuar, these recommendahpns neither specify a
minimum amount of credits or years to be studied for each subj2ct nor consider

the ‘pﬁlght of many rural school disiricts which lack the Financial base to °

‘impTement an expanded curmcu]um._ '

—

‘How Do Rural Educators View the Réporj? - | g l )

Some educators feel that the Commission’s recommendations .are worthy

L

goals but oveérlook some impor tant considerations. - Roy Brubacher, Assistant

>

Commissioner of the Colorado Départment of Education and past president of the

Rural Education Associatioﬁ, reported that the data gathered for the report v
were specifically directed towards problems occurring in urban schools and

fail‘ed to cons:der the unlque problems that, exist in the rural erwwonment

Al Y T o 4‘ ,\ 6 ‘(‘
. g .




¢ . B “

" Brubacher also expressed disappointment that rural excellence was over]ooked

3 - .
- * . - .

1 " o ~

“(Brubacher 1983).

- .
> \

. N Tore ®

‘The American Council on’Rprai Special' Education expressed support of the

— s

Education recognize the differences bétweép rural and non-rural schools and.

provide for  appropriately different stratégies “for implementing the

recommendations (Amer{can Couﬁcil on ﬁural_ Special oEdqcafioﬁQ 1983>. In

- R - ‘
particular, the Council suggested that policy makers:
. ‘ . . &

B
i

o Recognize -the diverse rural subcultures.

» x ” .
- . d ) * A

o Suppoert innovative teacher training programs_that address areas of
Lo, . . N
critical need in roral areasx(e.g., rural itinerant teachers for

. training of the visually impaired). '

«

*

.0 Develop career _ladder and merit pay systems designed to retain

. quality rural personnel. - ¢

. ~ ’

o Support.more comprehensive inservice training programs.

P

~

o Support intermediate educational units. !
"~ o Provide more adequate support for rural’special education services.
. o . ¥ . :
» . @ ' : _—
A N . . P ¥
13 . : -

1

graduaifﬁn requirements are alfeady close to those recommended. in "A Nation at

report’s intent'buﬁ‘requesfed that the Commission and the U.S. Department of

) Surpﬂisiﬁgly,_ 2 npumber of rural educators haue;indicated that their.
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N,

Risk.™ Brubacher cited a récen} survey of high school graduation requirements

<

in Colorado which reveaied that'éo percent of the rural high schools in that

“state currently require four years of English, three years of mathematics, and )

2, - .
three years of science (Bruba;her 1983). Two larger-—county superintendents in

Nebraska also indicated that their course offerings as well as those of many

of the rural school districts in the state equa! the . Commission’s

recommendations (lvan Muse 1984). Notéble exceptions, homeuer, tere lack of

computer science and foreign language study in these districts.

>

At the Third -Annual New Mexico Rural Education tonference held in 1983 in

Las Cruees, educators in attendance were asked to complete a survey expressing

their feeling about "A Nation at Risk" and its impact upon srural schools (Muse

1983). The school superintendents present were generally very familiar with

P . 2 an ?

the report and recommended adoptipn of its recommendations with seme changes.

In every instance the school district either required or offered as electives

sufficient coursas to equal or exceed the Commission’s recommeéndations it the

areas of English, mathematics, science, and social studies. English was most

+

;o*ten a 4-year requirement with the other subjects usually being required for

only f&o vears each. The superintendents expréssed , Some concern that
lncreassng the requurements would llmlt studeht opportnnity to enrol! in other

cqurses, They felt that lmposnng these addltronal requ:rements wou!d haue a

PO}

limiting .effect on those students enroliing lq_uocat?onal-techn;cal areas as

. ‘

. preparation for the world of work after graduation. . . .

Also of interest was the number of schools that offered computer science

and foreign language. Most superintehdénts.reported that their schools had

some computer science offerings but only on an _ebigtiue basis.- Foreign

language courses wWere . primarily elective, In this subject LqreaJ

-

S | . L ALABLE
S 6 g westCORYAVARED
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-\ superintendents e%pressed concern about securlﬁg &ell—qualifigd teachers ™ and

/ Keeping them long enough to establiéh contiﬁuous.programs.

A rural school district in Arizona reported that it was oniy one credit
_sho;t of what was propdsed by the. Commissfon. This district currently
requires only E@o and one-half vears of mathematics instea&. of  ‘three.
Al though computer science js offered bnfén elgc;iue.gasis,l 76 percent 64 the

students take computer science duﬁing high~ schooi. The school district

attempted to offer fdreign lanquage as a graduation requirement, but the plan

N “

-
LS

was opposed by parents and was subsequently dropped from consideration..

.

- What Are the Problems for Rural Schools?

. < ’

A \school’s list of graduation requirements does not address ‘quality of

offerings, outcomes, or generai program problems. Rural communities allocate

sizeable percentages of their iocal resources for education} yet their low tax

bases 1imit the necessary fundéafor,secﬁring and retaining qualified teachers

and support staff, Shortage of funds, among other factors, reduces the number’

of spe;ialty courses Chigher-level basics, advanced-placement classes, foreign
2 . .

. © .

languages, etc.,) that. can be offered and the 'materials and equipment,

-

particularly in the computer area, that can be purchaseg.

3

4 .
In California, where funding looms as a major deterrent to school reform,

N educators feel that a significant improvement in fipancial aid is needed
.before meaningful changes can be realized (lvan Muse 1984)." A number , of high

schools in this state have had to reduce the ﬁumber of class periods in  the

$

school day from six te five because of ]§tk of school

. &

monies. ~1f the

Commission’s report were adopted, ‘oirtuélly all available classroom .periods

¥

-~
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" would be utilized in completing the basics. Thus, the opportenity for

students to take elect|ves would be seuerely reduced' and man% non-basic \

courses would be dropped from course offerings. One eéucator noted’ that

»

raising standards and calllng for changes is not productive uniess the severe .

.

dl{flcultles that school districts haue Just trying to " stay soluent are . -

eddresseq.

Serious staffing inadequacies in rural schools are particulary relevant
. * . . " 1

to the Commission’s report. To ma{ntain the necessary courses npeeded +or

appr0priate‘education experienees, small rural schootls must hire a suff:cnent

s

number of teachers to handle the basnc subJects——regardless of student
populatien‘ count, Tiis resul‘s in small class sizes and a relatively 1large

outlay of school budget for teacher salaries. School persongel are concerned

-

that the addition of more required classes would result in insufficient class

" *

sizes in ‘some courses coupled wnth the need to hire additional teachers out of

.

very limited and firmly set school budgets. 0bunously, adding more required
courses will neduce the number of students who are able to participate in d

» . J‘ N
elective programs. One state official reported that since its universities

have begun to stress higher academic standards for admissions-and since  the

"Nation at Risk" report has been publicized, a 20 percent reduction in

L}

yocational—technical education enrollment has been noted in the public schools ,i

of that state {lvan Muse 1984). .

Developing and maintaining foreign 1anguage progrems of adequate quality
. ) KB
is a continuing problem for rural schools. Rural school personnel must_

consfder what fbreign language should be offeredy what enrollment levels

justify including more than one year of study, and where a teacher may be

found who will be satisfied teaching only one or two perion of the Tanguage
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as well as two or three other subjects not in their major. Finally, sSecuring

-

a well-qualified _jfeacher is only half the battle. {f -that teacher Tleaves

¥

after a year or two; ‘finding‘é replac ‘ment to keep theppvdgram}going is a

,chaljpnge often not met.\,

lo"
~ * . . % )
f<6t " the ﬁrgsent time nearly every school in. the nation has -a computeF’

-

somewhere in the schooluhuilding. Oie small rurai school in Utah has a

thriving computer program in its business classes (Utah Small Schools-

Association 1§93). The business ‘teacher reported that he was totally ;éal¥-
. . ~ ; K * -

\

taught and made many mistakes before he understood how the computer™should be '

- * . « N . * P -
used as an instructional device. However, only students enrolled in busihess
counses receive.computer training. *

. -3 * o, Oy v
b s

. P

)
A recent suruey‘of all the school districts in the nation revealed that

80 percent of the 2,000 largest,‘ most financially capable schools used _

"

computers for classroom instruétion while only 48 perce;f of . the smalter

poorer high schools dfd ("Schools with Compdters' 1983)., Too often the small

s

- » - .

rural high school with one computer places the'nnstﬁument,in the principal’s

office or in a specific classroom where mathematics, business, or Science is
. . ’ . %
Y ‘ ’ H - |
taught. The rural teacher with some computer, skills is often not prepared,

i

nor has enough computers, to.teach computer titergcy to all students. If
- . v - > o '

computer science were established as a graduation requirement, hiring a =

-/ B -
computer specialilst teacher would create similar’ -staffing and financial

problems to thaf'Qf foreign languages.®? In addition, the costs for adding
' ' . L e e .
computers and good educational.software can be a seribus drain on ‘school

s

: ¢
district resources. Unlike urban schools, rural schools gpnera]?y lack any *

‘type of private sector'suppoﬁt for -obtaining equnsivé supplies. The tYpi&af
X -. . . "- . L} Ay
corporate computer donation programs tend to favor urban areas with high

. : ' N

o R T

- - 4 . -~
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visibility. 1In 2 number of rural schools, a few computers are present but are

} often not being fully utilized because software is too expensive to purchase.,

5

. . . E
N w N
N ; . .

» -~

. What Can Rural School's Do to- Strengthen Their Programs? ' .

- B . bl
A number of rural school superintendents suggest that substantial changes

L *<;g_ can be made by careful study of current academic offerings, teacher

__assignments, and student particjpa{ion In school .programs (Muse 1983). These

-
o 7

equtators suggest that schools\jook at’ the {olfowing faétors to identify

¢

.617 .problems ahd potential solutionss =~ = ‘ . ) "7

-

--senjor student schedules

~-non-academic programs °

/K- . ]
~~classroom time on task ° ]
";—traueling tegzgers ‘ . i
~~communi ty partfcipéiion
It is not uncomm;n to find»;enior students atfegbing all elective classés
’ with‘ no basic subjects being,tak%n., The reason-fpr this is simple: minimum
. gqubation credits permit studénts to take most hard‘basic sdbjéd%s by the end R ,
of the jlnior year (11th grad;) of ﬁigh school.. This situetion is being . _
Lhanged by adding to the‘numbeﬁzof unigg,req;ired“fd; graduation\ or by E
CF requiring thaé a ﬁ}nimum number of basjc ;;bjects be taken during the senior
_ year. - ’ . y B ‘ ) B
~. . -
P i _ 'Teachehsx in rural schools are often‘cbncgrned that th;Abal;nce- between
- academic course work and extracurricular progggmé, such as athletic brograms

“and social activities, has tipped heavily toward non-academic programs. In

- 12 - L
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the small rural school too many students are involved in an inordinate number

of non-academic évents. Often these students wil} have excessive absepces
_from basic academic courses, or will enroll in easier courses in order to pass
with higher grades and maintain an acceptable grade-point average for college

admission. Educators need to consider limiting the number of activities

.occurring in the school and/or providing counseling fq\students who tend to

\
v e
\

neglect studies. ' ' \

Findings regarding the~amount of time that students speqd in actual class
work are also d}sturbingv(Natipnal Commission on Excellence in Education
1983). The typicél school day in the United States is six hours in length.
It is not uncommon to find schools, however, ip which the available class
instructional time (six periods a day times 50 minutes per period = 300
minutes) is diminishea by hai%. Classroom iqt;rfgrences'may be many, and in
the ru}a} school” the demand upon the fewer students to participate in multiple
activities (bané, chorus, drama, yearbook, cheerleaéing, sports, etc.) causes
frequent class absences. This also cFLates a_perception that participatigg in

. non-academic activities takes precedence over doing well in academic subjects;

A}

To correct this, teachers can be trained to improue their nstructional
" strategies so that more of the class period is 'devoted: .to direct subject
mgﬁter study and effort. Also, a.pumber of schools are requiring that more of

‘the non-academic activities occur after school hours.

Thé traveling. teacher blanfhas been uséd.succeésfully by a number .of

school dis}iicts with small schools widely scattered throughout the district.

o ~

Specialists in mathematics, ‘computer science, foreign lanquage, reading, etc.

can be hiredlto teach at a number of schools during the week.gkahese'ieachers
. .

-

. B - oL f ( ’ 11‘ o
We g
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travel on schedule from school to school. 1t is also possible for districts
to share teacher specialization on a cooperative basis. Limi{ations ta this
plan include traveling teacher "burn out," the lérge distances to be traveled,

.the expense &f fifnancing extra’travel, and provision for teaéher incentive.

'Anoiher .alternative to examine }n ;attgmpting to fimpréue education
offerings in rural schools is communlty‘participation. .Patrons liging neas a
school often have specific skii{s (computer ability, knowledgé of a ;oreign
language, etc.) that could 5g Jsed_to support teacher efforts. There is also .

"a need for sharing of facilities and.teach;rs not enly among schools but

. betw;en schools and colleges as weli. The washingion School District }n ’ o
southe;n Utah shar:s +aci]itiés with the local junior college, far example
: (Utah Small Schools Asscication 3983). The college also provides instructors
to a;;ist in the teaching of advanced courses_for‘gifted and talented students

when; enro]Tments~arb toé smalli to justify offering such classes in the 'high‘ , .

school. 1In some other states rural seniors may attend local colleges for part

of their hiéh school units. College classes may be attended by high school
) . P
students during the day or at night.. Sometimes colleges offar such classes as
part of an extension program tola community located away froem a college town.
What Can Policy Makers Do to:Support Rural School Reform?
The state department of education in ealh state must play a 1leadership

role in supporting reform in rural schools. While it-is apparent that pural

schools are relatively close to the Commission’s recommendations for

. ) increasing standards in the basic subjects, the added changes create

substantial hurdles to overcome. The state department can determine the needs\\\;.

- . \
of the rural schools by conducting and coordinating studies that seek to

. I
4 " -

- . 12 -1‘4.
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determine strengths and weaknesses in present programs. Policy
recommendations must allow for the differences between urban and rural schools

as well as for the diversity among rural schools within each state.

L]

In addition, regional service centers or agencies are aware of the needs

of local schools, With adéquate personnel, they can provide inservice

-

training to teachers as well as supply specialists and services to isolated .

\
schools, These centers are also able, with sufficient funds, to purchase

co%puters and computer software in quantity at reduced costs and ‘thus .pass

savings along to the school districts.,

Providing adequate inservice training to rural personnel is esseqtial.

Relatively higher personnel turnover rates, low buggets_for inservice training

" in most rural districts, and traveling distances to urban-held workshops are

-

obstacles to providing inservice training to rural teachers. . It can be done,
however, A few ctates (notably Oregon, Utah, New Mexico, and Iowa) provide
rural  worKshops that are designed to help .rural educators gain new Knowledge

and skills in teaching.

Policy makers must address the baéic needs of rural schools regardiné

recruitment, support, and retention of qualified staff. 1In particular, rural

3

schools can be better supported by considering the following: R

o Flexible certificgfion requirementé could place capable teachers in

-

‘a rural setting without excessive university or state department of
education road bloeks. Unique certification policiés need to be
established that permit districts to hire qualified individuals who

may not meet the expected standards at a particular time. -

'T o | . 13 - ’155



o Career ladders .and merit pay programs are promising systems for

rewarding all teachers éut presently tend to be developed only

favorable funding possibilities. Thése plans should be ;xtended to

rural’  schools wijth few staff members and fewer funding.'

/- ¢
opportunities, )

¢ University teacher training prégrams across the country have not
adequately prepared edutators for teachinq ir rural settings. The;
also  have ot offereq' encduraging obpoﬁtunities for - their
prospective teachers to train ip‘ru}al schools. In most‘instanqés,
‘;ven those universities in high rural impact areas go not prepare

prospective }u}al teachers any differently from prospective urban
*+

teachers although the teacher ‘turnover rate ip rural dmerica is far
above " that in the cities. More research into?rurél education is
needed, 'along with increased attention to university preparation of

teachers for rural schools.

*

-
£

1f the Commission‘s recommendations are to be implemented by rural
schools, it is esséntial that the Commission and the q.S. Department. of
Education recognize the unique characterisitic; of rural schools agd,provide
appropriately different strategies, to enable rural schools to meet‘ these
éoals. Rural schools are different in many r;spects from non-rural schools,

but rural and urban educators and commqﬁities alike share the desiée to

provide excellence in education so that their youth ¢an meet the demands of a

complex and cﬁanging wor 1d.
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within school districts with large teaching staffs and more
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