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Rural school
concerns get
attention

of Congress

by Joe Newlin

“Approximately 60 of our
country’s public school districts
are rural districts. The schools in
these districts and the children
they serve face difficult problems:

s Approximately one of every
four of America’s yural
children lives belosw the pover-
ty Ime.

¢ Theaverage rural «chool is
muore thai 43 vears uid and in

Rural scheol concerns are gettmg the attenton of Congress,wlncl s dealing sl tieo bills that, among other things, all betp rieral districts winder- disrepair

take retorm, better prepare eradiates. recrint teachiers aind use adeanced technologies m the classroont. (Pheto by R Har s

* Rural prescheolers have less
access to early childhood
programs than otheg children.

Den raemderestimate the peeblens ot scbool retorm becarese the ranal school s tadaw m a state ot arvested development, * Rural schools face far greater
teacher shortages than do

others.

Bavdened by cdncation faditiens Licking s etective superersion, controlled lirgely by rural people, ielio, too otten. do not real-
N A AR

ize cttier thewr on need< or the possibaditios o vl edication. amd taght by teachers whe, gowrally speaking. hace bt e
compredcnst of Hus roal-lee prollems The dash of reergamizong and redirecing rural education 1 dea dt and will necessar-

s Adeclining number ot rural
l_‘J Peshve,

— Ellwood P. Cubberly teducation leaden, 1914

Rical peaple don't wndesstanid seruceell what s appesiie i the global and national econemy tal 1s playing out o
therr disadeantage m fher comnpanties: These vioal people are dis, onnected mstithonally, They ave discounected i a nianbe
of other waws, and they st don't have casy access They are remote tront understanding the things that are atfccting ther fu-
fure and that 1s mmportant. . :

‘ — Kenneth Deavers tagricultural economist?, 1992

high school graduates are pur-
sumg postsecondary educa-
tion opportunities ”

o noted Congressman Pat Wal-
hams of Montana as he intro-
duced the Rural Schools of

Rural education: What are
the barriers to school reform?

by Paul Nachtigal

chool reform is not new to rural education. In fact, rural schools have
either been retormed or under threat to be reformed since school con-
solidation became the public policy of chuice to address the “rural school
oo Problem.” Such policv is usually mandated, usually accomplished i spite of
strong local opposition and often results in vears of bad feelings that get played
.y Outinlocal political arenas.

As a on-time member of a state department of education, it was clear
© to me that when new educational policy was initiated or accreditation stand-
N ards mposed that were purported to improve educationdl quality, the rural
© schools were the first to feel the pressure. [tis no secret that frequently such ac-

. tions on the part of the state are thinly vetled efforts to further reduce the num-
é mall rural schools, With this history, 1t 1s little wonder that when one
E
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America Act into the House ot Repre-
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Distance learning provides link for rural schools

E

'!

) Editor's note: In the followeig
mniteraneie, fun Mecklenburger talks about
tecknology and rural schools. He is presi-
dent of the Mvcl\'h-nlnngvr C}'mlp. o coali-
tion of independent technology consudi-
ants based m Alexandria, Virgunia,

QI fow did distance fcarning
develop?

A in 1986 or 1987, tre T-IN Net-
work begar 32 Texas asa private/
publicp nership offering live cour-
ses will ateacherin a studio. A num-
ber of other enterprises began shortly
afterwards, also based on the premise
that you could teach live, using satel-
lite for delivering one-way television
— vou could watch the teacher but
feedback was by phone.

At the same time, other ef-
forts were using “lower tech,” i.c.,
they contained little or no video.
Louisiana’s network remains the big-
gest with about 100 schools hooked
nto a graphic screen or electronic
chalkboard. Other higher-tech svs-
tems include two-way video with TV
cameras at all sites. Those svstems
tend to be installations by school sys-
tems or partnerships such as univer-
sity and teeder schools. The most
notable example is Fibernet 20000 in
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Mississippi, which connects twvo
universities, the state education
department, some high schools and
a corrections facility.

le satellite for distance learning,
losing ground to other technologies?

A Technologies employed in the

tion for Educational Telecommunica-
tions

Does distance learning, in
schools have to be classroom-like
with teachers and students con-
nected? Probably, but it doesn’t have
to be “real time” like most people
think. Teachers can put material on

The 1994 ECS National Forum and
Annual Meeting, scheduled July 6-9 in
Honolulu, will feature demonstrations of
distance-learning efforts. If you're
interested in showing what you're doing to
policy makers and education leaders from
around the country and the Pacific Rim,
please contact Christie McElhinney at
303-299-3695.

nam  of distance learning have
never included just satellite, al-
though the term came into being
around satellite technology and has
grown enormously using satellite.
Many people satisfy the same pur-
poses with ather technologies, rang-
g trom low-tech and imexpensive
means such as radio and microwave
to high-tech like fiber aptics. It

doesn’t matter which svstem is used;

the choice depends on convenience,
price, availability, ete.

Q Tow many states have or-
ganized cfforts at distance learning?

A Virtually every state has some-
thing going on called distance leamn-
ing. Some efforts are quite substan-
tial, organized and funded by the
state. Some networks are estab-
lished. Multi-state networks such as
TI-IN reach almost every state. Be-
cause most of the country is rural,
more of the technalogical uses may
bu in rural schools. The carly efforts
at distance learning were in rural,
small, isolated sites Now many are
in urban sites. The pattern emerging
is that distance learning will always
haveaniche in rural America, but
now it is every place.

Q What are schools doing with
technalogy?

A The guestion that arises is al-
wavs, “Should we do courses of in-
struction via technologv?” The first
ctforts at this resulted in “talking-
head” television; some of that still
poes on. Other uses include
Electronie Field Trips, pioneered by
the Fairfax County, Virginia,
schools, or debates, seminars and
political gatherings <uch as those

done by the Massachusetts Corpora-

the system and students can pull up
the information when they're readv.
This application is not used too
much vet, but it opens up the
relationship between teacher and stu-
dents; it allows people to work in-
dividually and get back together on
the networls, When one ge s mto the
array of technology and uses, vou
can think of combining technique
and technology. ‘

Q What are the biggest problems
with technology in education?

A The two most obvious relate to
change of anv kind: Who will pay?
How do we get started? These are
two enormous hurdles, especially it
one is indisposed to change. School
peaple tend to look for new money

rather than at how to reallocate
tunds. Technology is becoming
another option for providing ser-
vices, whether people choose to in-
vest in its a question of priority.

Q What steps are being taken to en-
sure certification at teachers who
teach via technology?

A . schools of education generally
are outside the technological
phenomenon, with very few excep-
tions. There mav be some discussion
of technological training in the "90s,
but for now there is a disjuncture be-
tween the ways we train and certify
teachers and new ways of instruction
facilitated by technology-.

Almost without exception,
schoul svstems at the leading edge of
technology have become trainers of
their own people. There are
hundreds of school systems where
someon is responsible for technol-
ogy. ustally at the assistant superin-
tendent level, where thev have ac-
cess to budget, plasning, etc. [n these
cases, vou find staff development,
recruiting. maintenance. The p.ob-
lem in rural areas is that that k nd of
admunistrative structure is not
P[.\L'L‘.

(\)._ What other tecnnological issues
come up inrural schools?

2. One issue that affects rural areas
especially is the traditional role of
the rural school as the center of the
community or the majar enterprise.
With technology, this can be en-
hanced. Technaology raises questions
about the relationship of the school
to community. Does it provide a new
opportunity for schools ta serve their
comimunity? Is the school the place

Continued on page 3

Technology applicattons w rial school vange trom coaypueters i the «lassroom todueh tedh taxc-
ity tadee syfems
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Do school choice plans
ignore rural school needs?

by Dori Niclson

n 1989, President Bush called the

nation’s governors to Charlottes-

ville to discuss education and
change. One of the major topics was
open enrollment or school chowee
Three vears later, 34 states were in-
volved in legislative activity relating
to this issue.

Several rural states have been
involved in those discussions, includ-
ing one of the mast distinetly rural
states, Montana. Montana is the
fourth largest state geographically,
butis anly 44th in population. That
combination results in only 1.09 stu-
dents per square mile and 5.6 resi-
dents per square mile. More than 854
of Montana’s schools are located in
rural or small tawns, and more than
50"« of the school districts have fewer
than 100 students enrolled.

Although open enroll-
ment/choice proposals differ in
detail from state to state, they have a
common base. They generallv allow a
student to enroll in a school of churce
with minimal or no cost. The plans
either eliminate tuition, grant a
voucher for parents to redeem atany
school or provide a tax credit to
parents who have school tuition

costs. Most choice plans involve only
public schools, butin a few instances
private/ nonpublic schools are in-

cluded. In come cases, transportation
costs are incorporated into the plans.

Effects on rural schools

Do open enrollment and
other choice proposals address the
concerns of the nation’s rural states?
How da the claims commonly made
by propanents for apen enroll-
ment /choice affect rural students?

CLAIM: School chowee allows parents fo
mahe choices about education.

+ The typical choices available to
many rural school districts, espe-
cially in a state such as Montana,
are a one-room school 20 miles
away, mavbe on a gravel road, ar
A school of approximately 30 stu-
dents in a small town that's 45
miles away (and the first 25 are
not paved), During much af the
winter, the roads mav be impass-
able.

CLAIN. School diowee otters equutl op-

portiony tor poor clubdren.

* The pooser the parent, the less
likely the parent can make a
choice that will cost money. The

B S)

Crittes of school choice plans question whether such plans discriminate agaiust rural students.
witese only "Cowee” may be a school 20 miles aweay thal ofters Hie s.ame courses as his or her cur-

rent ~choel (Phote by Ruth Harriss

distonces between families and
schools in rural areas mean that
few rural school choices could be
cevercised without increasing,

transportation costs. either to the
schaol district or the parents.

Continued on page 5

Distance learning provides link for rural schools

Continued from page 2

to locate resources or are there things
happening clsewbere that are taking
advantage of electronic media that
ought to be connected to the school?
It's a little caster in rural settings to
get agencies to collaborate. but the
question is how the community gets
its act together and whether schools
lead, collaborate or tollow.

Q How can technology help with
cfforts to improve interagency col-
laboration in rural arcas?

A. Technology is sometinmes a
catalyst for collaboration bevause it
turns out that services can be
rendered better, more comprehen-
sively, more casily or more cheaply if
veople get their act together, You
could, tor example, organize to
deliver nformation about the school
and its programs, nusing a
“homework hothine” model. Then it
turns out that people in sis other
community agencies, such as the
hospital, the city, the police, like the
idea and want to join in, creating one
communication system to ofl
familics. This approach makes good
G T itmast likely doesn’t change
E lCz‘hnolog_\-, it saves money; it

ats collaboration,

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Another kind of madel sug-
gusts that welfare people have one
set of probiems, medical people
another and schoal people another,
and ihev all operate each in their
own agencies to solve the problems.
It a solution to any given problem is
a voice-mail system, a cable
television channel, o special-service-
on-the-phone system or a new cel-
lular communication system, for ex-
mople, it makes sense, when a com-
munity 15 going to be spending the
kind of money required, to consider
multiple-agency use if not multiple-

ageney planning and eoordination
prior to use, The fact that technology
1s avatlable and somebody s think-
ing about using it may cause
evervone ta decide they ought to
work together.

Q Are there caveats to using tech-
nelogy for collaborative eftorts?

A one aspuect to all of this s that
frequently the catalvtic agent in
bringing people together is the ven-
dor of the technology or mavbe even
a regulatory ageney that has over-
sight over the technologies. The

dices and CD-ROM systems.

3631, Denver, CO 80217-5630 «

Cable giant filling teacher training gap

major cable television company s stepping in to provide the

technologieal trainmg that teachers need

Tele-Communications Inc. (TCL is openmg a new national tram-
my facility to help teachers learn how to use advanced video and com-
puter technologies in their schools The facihity, scheduded to openin
November, has nationz  satellite uplink capabulitios to reach teachers
nationwide. It also will be connected to Denver-arca schools to allow
teachers there to observe master teachers using new learnmg, tools.

In addition, TCI will use the facility to determine the most effec-
tive wavs of linking cable resovrces wath other tedhnologies such as laser

For more information, contact TC1 Edvcation Project, 1" O Box

reality is that the cost is lagh, the tech-
nology “service to everyane”
capability is obvious, and itis in the
interest of the vendor to get a number
of communities excited. If the com-
munity people are smart, they won't
just look at one technology; they will
look at several and make some hard
dedisions betw cen them.

On the other hand, the dnive
tor collaboratien via technology
creatos the capacity for external politi-
cal forees — such as governors and
legislators and regulatory cammis-
sions — to see the prospect of col-
laboratian and decide, for instance,
that no agency gets a planning grant
for technology unless they are talking
to other agencices.

You could flip the issue the
other wav and sav, “Well, if people
are planning collaborations around
some sort of serviee, they ought to o
looking, tor a technology component
to what they are doing.” My guess is
it more often will go the ather way.
That is, the technology will cither be
the catalyst or the occasion for
prompting peaple to work together
who otherwise have not had suthi-
aent reason lodoso *
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What are the barriers to school reform?

Continued from page 1

more wave of school reform comes
rolling across the country, rural
schools and rural communities view
it with skepticism.

The first barrier that needs to
be addressed is reducing the “sicge
mentality” resulting from past p Jicy
initiatives designed to solve the rural
school problem. Accomplishing this
will depend on policy makers accept-
ing the fact that rural education will
continue to be a part of the education
scene in America and that voung
people must not be geographically
disadvantaged because of their
parent’s choice of residence. True
rural reform will come only when we
replace the current “sicge mentality”
with a supportive climate in which
rural schools can explore creative op-
tions to improving education that
build on the strengths of small scale
and the culture and traditions of
rural communitics.

Nature of reform

A second barrier that stands
in the way of rural scheol reform s
the nature of the reform itselt. Cur-
rent retorm efforts are primarily con-
cerned with fine tuning the existing
!\‘-\k\'-prtldlldil“‘ f'.)(tn"_\' maodel of
education in which rural schools, by
therr very definition, are considered
to be “second best.” For instance, the
first wave of the post-A Nation at Risk
reform efforts called for more ad-
vanced course offerings and better
prepared teachers, changes that
made additional demands upon al-
ready stretched resources available to
rural schouls and represented
another set of top-down mandates.

Urertent tetorn eftorts make demands it
tierad schools fd land to fulfdl (Plioto by
Q  hHarrm

Ore response to these
demands was to look to various
forms of distance learning, using
satellite or interactive video net-
works, to provide the additional
courses. In some cases this was a use-
ful option, but hardly the cure-all it
was advertiged to be. Generally,
when distance learning is embedded
in the current system, it contributes
to preserving the status quo rather
than encouraging more powerful ap-
proaches to teaching and learning.

The second wave of reform
was less concerned with additions to
the educational program and more
concerned with how the program
was carried aut. The reforms being
promoted were emerging from re-
search on “effective schools™ and in-
cluded characteristics such as high
expectations; safe, positive climate
tor learning; good leadership, time-
on-tash.

Implementing the charac-
teristics of effective schools is not re-
lated to school size as were the ear-
lier demands of more course offer-
ings, and in fact the effective schools
characternistics, in general, could
more casily be achicved in small-
scale institutions. Again, however,
pood rural schools could sav, “Look,
we have all those characternistics in
place. We are an effective school,
leave us alone.”

Skepticism valid

The current wave of reform
calls for basic restructuring of public
cducation encouraging “break-the-
mold” schools. The solution
proposed for restructuring educa-
tion, the engine for school reform, is
standards — national standards,
state standards, jocal standards:
standards for math, standards for
science, standards for social studics
Depending on how the crest of this
new wave forms, it could, it one
were really serious about looking at
student outcomes and measuring,
them in a variety of ways, open the
door for major restructuring. Or it
could look a lot like every other man-
dated, top-down approach to school
improvement.

Rural educators have a night
to hold on to their skepticism. The
Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act proposed in Congress re-
quires that local districts create a set
of student outcomes which are con-
sistent with state and national goals
in order to receive federal funding,
Some states are following suit, im-
plementing similar requirements for
the receipt of state funding. 1f schools
do not comply, the state can take
steps to dissolve the district.

Feanctive schools charactoriste, ~ sond retormes snclras 1saie posify, - ovcmarent can be easily
adiueced pesmdl schools (Phote by Rudly Hoaros

This looks and feels a ot like
the top-down approach to reform
that rural schools have experienced
since the turnof the contury Ttis
ironic that the tide of school reform
continues to threaten the future of
small rural schools while the success-
ful, break-the-mold schools are incor-
perating many of the characteristics
of rural schools, e.g., small scale and
tight connections with the com-
munity whicit the school serves

A special kind of
assistance

Smallinstitutions have very
little slack in the system which can
be devoted to rural school redesign:
they cannot do it alone. Strategios
and incentiveas will need to be
created to encourage schools to work
together, breaking down the isolo-
tion and providing the moral sup-
port necessary to sustam the prozess
of school reform.

Rural school reforny also re-
QuITes access to outside assistance,
not assistance that tells rural school
people what they have to do, but
rather helps them think through and
implement reforms that they design.
Anything less s not domng justice to
the 2570 of the nation’s students who
attend rural sehools

Summary

Withm the existing chimate
of school reform, there is hittle chance
that rural people can bring their ex-
pertise to bear on how their schools

could more effectively serve their stu-

dents and thetr commumities. Rurral

people have been disempowered,
they are still the “people who have
been left behind.” Children will con-
tnue te live inrural oreas and
deserve guality education, Rural
prople must be trasted to address
their own problems.

If schaol reform s to be use-
ful to rural communities, the nation
must accept rural reality. Rural com-
munities have unique needs. Small
schools can and should operate dif-
“ently from large urban schools.
One size of schoal retorm does not fit
all And, tinally, support systems
nmyast be put in place that will enable
reral schools to become true par-
ticipants in the nation’s school
reformcHorts

Nuchtigal directs the Rueal In-
stitite o0 the Mideontinent Regronal
Fducational Laboratory. *
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Minnesota district modeis interagency coliaboration

by Sherry Freeland Waiker

hen a high school student

in rural Blue Farth, Min-

nesota, needs assistance
from the local human services agen-
cies, he or she doesn’t have to travel
to town for help. The agencies come
to him.

A state incentive grant is al-
lowing a variety of county agencies -
to share office space in one of four
high schools that were consolidated.
A new replacement high school
scheduled to open next fall will be
home to 600-630 students as well as
representatives from county human
services agencies serving young
people and families.

“We are trving to break
down the barriers between education
and hu man services for the benefit of
kids,” savs Don Helmstetter, superm-
tendent of the Blue Earth Area Public
Schools and acting superintendent of
the Blue Earth Area High School Dis-
trict. “We want to climinate both
duplication of service as well as the
gaps in service.”

Consolidated schools

The bigh school dhstrict was
torniwed when the schools were

Rural states alrcady rank at the top in several standardized test comparisons and lugh school
sraduation rates.

nmerged under Minnesota’s Secon-
dary Facilities Grant Program. “Many
see this grant program as an etfort by
the state to consolidate small schools,
but that's not its intent,” Helmstetter
savs. Rather, the grants offer an incen-
tive to bring small rural high schools
together to share resources.

Under the program, the new
high school will make office space
available for support services, indud-
ing school counselors and repre-

sentatives of such agencies as child
protection, probation, public and
mental health and the county
attorney’s office. Although the school
15 still under construction, the col-
laboration itself is under way.
lelmstetter notes there have
been no turf battles among agencies.
a result he attributes to the fact that
agencies are charged no rent for the
space and that both human services

agendies and the school district recog-
nize the need to share insited resour-
ces. "We can't continue to do things
the way we have been, there has to be
some risk-taking, some leaders will-
ing to shove down walls,” he stresses.
Private benefits ’

With students spread out
over about 600 square miles, there
was also a question about how acces-
sible and “user-friendlv” services
were when they werent readily avail-
able, he says. The shared space in the
new schuol will have a separate
entrance to provide a more private,
less embarrassing, less demeaning,
place for students and their parents
to meet with agency representatives.

"Thev won't have to see
school personnel if they come in to
meet with a human services repre-
sentative,” Helmstetter savs. In addi-
tion, parents will have the oppor-
tunity to learn of services that could
benefit them. such as adult education
or parenting classes. “We hope to
bring disenfranchised parents back
mto the sehool systen by piving
themy a comtortable place to be.”

Contmued on page 11

Do school choice plans ignore rural school needs?

Continued from page 3

* Facilitating choice will merease
transportation costs, especial 'y in
rural arcas. I the district s re-
quired to provide transpostation
costs, the students who remain in
district schools probably will have
feser tunds available tor instruc-
tional purposes.

CLALM. School choree sedl nmprosye
school achtevement because of compehr-
Lo amony schools

* When the majority of schools are
located i rural areas or small
tosny, schools are lll\(‘l)' to pro-
vide simdar programs Choices to
attend other schools peneraliy are
based on convenience, location
where a parent works or athletic o
student activitios, Theretore,
academic programs are not Iikely
to be attected by school choree.

* If nonpublic schools are invalved
mthe “competition,” the rural
areas become non-plavers because
vary few private schools are lo-
cated i rural areas,

* I'mvate schools are not obhgated to
adhere to state rules and regula-
tions that apply to pubhic schools,
such as those govering certibied
teachers, reporting and account-

o ality and educating special

l ucation students, Because the

rules for public and nonpublic are
nat the same, it can hardly be con-
sidered competition.

* States that are very rural — Mon-
tana, North Dakota, South Dakota,
lowa, Nebraska — already rank at
the top in several standardized
testing comparisons, high school
completion statistics and
postsecondary enrolliment.

CLALML School chotee wedl promede m-
voleement of more parents w then
duldren’s education

* The turther from home the
children go to school, and the
more the chosen school is unlike
the home community, the less hke-
Iv that parents witl be able or wiii-
g to be involved.

CLAIM: School chotee wall promote
colutary desegregation.

* Rural mmwority students i Mon
tana and several other western
and central states are likely to be
American Indian students who
live on remote reservations. The
nestnearest school 1s probably
another reservation school,

CLAIM: School choice wall foree schools
to sheawnlme bioedreracies

e Unlesslocal school boards are con-
sidered bureaucracy, small rural

lanae

schools often have almost no
bureaucracy. In Montana districts,
NO on-site administrator is re-
quired m schools with fewer than
nine professional staff.

it would appear that
proponents of traditionai school
choice do not recognize that “chowee”
has many faces, and one of themis
rural. Perhaps policy makers with
rural constituencies should conwider
the choices that rural parents have
advocated for generations, Those
parents have supported the “choice”
to keep their small rural schools
open. Ask any legislator or policy
maker who has advocated consolida-
tion of small schools Rural parents
want then chaldren to attend schools
that reflect their rural culture and
values and are close to home. And
they want those small and often iso-
lated schools to provide their
children with educational oppor-
tunities to prepare them tor the hu-
ture.

Different choices

Wecan take people to the
moon. film the surtace ot the moon,
make phone calls from airplanes,
watch two TV programs while filin-
ing a third, put the entire Encucln
pedi Bridannia on a sall prece of
phaptic and watdh wars as they hap-

pen halt way around the world. Sure-
Iy we can bring art history to a
remote Indian reservation, Japanese
language courses to a one-room
school, advanced math or science
courses to a high school of 30 stu-
dents or the most up-to-date agricul-
tural research to a small farming
community.

We have anavailable choice
that provided intinite possibilities
for learning without moving stu-
dents great distances s catled dis-
tance-wearnimy technology and s al-
ready providing chorees insome
arean.

How about a chowe plan
that provides a voucher for
clectionic equupment or distance-
fearnmg cowrses it parents exercise
the option to keep their students in
small, rural schools with minimal
burcaucracy and reduced transporta-
tion costs? 1t's a choice! The time has
come tomdude rural Amencain the

‘thowee” debates.

Nielson 1 semor educatoon
andlyst tor the Montana Qe of Public
he-racdvon Phneartule ts g peysonal
crcatamd s not mbended fo represent te
postlionof the Othce of Pubide nstrg-
oy
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Rural school concerns
Continued from page |

two federal bills introduced in sup-
port of rural education, the first time
separate bills supporting rural educa-
tion have been submitted to Con-
gress. The Senate version was
introduced on September 20 by
Senators James Jeffords of Vermont,
Paul Simon of llinois and Paul
Wellstone of Minnesota.

The act focuses directly onis-
sues that rurat educators seek to ad-
dress. The legislation will help rural
school districts meet the National
Education Goals, undertake retorim,
prepare graduates for higher educa-
tion and vocational tramln”. train
and recruit classroom teachers and
provide carly childhood develop-
ment programs. It will enable rural
school districts to use the most ad-
vanced telecommunications tech-
nologies for learning and also will
provide funding for various work
needed on rural school buildings.

In addition, both bills estab-
lish rural regional education centers
to conduct research and evaluation
activities important to the nation’s
rural areas, call for a White House
Conference on Rural Education and
create a rural education focus within
the Executive Branch by establishing
an otfice of the assistant secretary tor
rural education i the LS. Depart-
ment of Education

The Rural Schools of America
Acts ot 1943 contains important and
cssential steps in addressing the
ceducation needs ot rural Amwerica and
rural children For these cheldren.
many of them living in isolated
regions, education is the onlv real op-
portumty to ch s ge therr hives

Interestinglv. rural schools
are domg a good job of educating

Rieral adixates say riral schools are among
the natum - most ePechve, bd bk resenrees
s enhancmg lin e nendion ond tor proend-

1 teeded sererees sl as early Juldheod
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voung people in spite of limited
resources. The National Center for
Education Information recently
reported that the 10 states leading the
nation in academic achievement are
predominately rural — fowa, North
Dakota, Minnesota, Nebraska, Wis-
consin, ldaho, Utah, Wyoming, Kan-
<as and South Dakota. The center
noted that six of the top states enroll
more than 304 of their students in
schocls with fewer than 300 students.

Rural Education Congress

The federal bills were among,
the topics at the Second Natonal
Congress on Rural Education, which

took place in Burlington, Vermont,
during NREA’s annual meeting in
October The theme was, “How Can
The Federal Government Assist
Rural Schools In Meeting the Educa-
tional Goals of the Year 20002

More than 400 rural
cdudators representing all 30 states
discussed their views and made
recommendations far federal assis-
tance.

The rural congress began in
1992 when rural educators and sup-
porters of rural education met in
Traverse City, Miclugan, to help real-
17e one of NREAs missions - a
unttied national vorce tor rurak educs-
ton. Findings of the congiress
provided a focal pomt torissues and
concerns fz ¢ rural education and
strongly supported the need tor the
federal government to pass the initia-
tives contained ire the abos e-men-
tioned bills.

The congress was charged
with developing a consensus state-
ment on the serious problems afflict-
ing rural education and with recom-
mending solutions and strategics to
correct problems in improving rural
education.

The rural congress agreed
upon three major points:

* Awareness and Image. America’s
rural schools are generally among,
the nation’s mest effective and.,
considering the relative cost, one
of thcountryv’s best bargams
The  attnbates must be adver-
tised and te movth dispelled that
small and s orraral schools are
academically inadequate com-
pared to urban and large schools
Advocates need to orchestrate
programs to substantially enhance
the public image of rural educa-
tion

Most important. rural education
needs a stronger volee i national

8

All children deserve educational opportunities cqual to those avaibible to stidents 2 wrkan and
suburban districts, rural advocates argu. (Photo by Ruth Harris)

and state governments. Legislators
must be convinced that rural
schools are unique and must con-
tinue to exist. They need to be
made aware that rural and small
schools have been the well-spring
of innovations in teaching, such as
multi-age classrooms. Morcover,
legislators need to understand that
all rural children desery e educa-
tinnal opportumities egual to those
available to students in urban and
suburban districts.

Equity and Resources. A com-
monplace problem in America’s
rural schools is that resources are
inadeyuate to educate children to
meet tomorrow’s challenges. Such

Legislatorsmust be convinced
“thatrural schools are muque (md

must continue to.exist.

goals as those of America 2000 are
ludicrous in this light. What is
more, cducation has an urban bas
State funding pragrams need to ad-
dress the diverse needs of rural as
well as urban schaols, One of these
needs is support in attracting and
retaining quality teachers and

staff. Another is to availisolated
and/or small schools with technol-
ogy for enhancing and enriching,
curriculum.

Finally, legislatures must stopres-
acerbating the problemc ot rural
educators by mandating education:
alimprovement and retarm
proprame until they can provide
tull funding to enable implementa-
tion, funding that makes no
demands on already overstressed
nural school budgets

Irovincialism. Rural education
leaders mamtain a focus on edncat-
ing tor the present with methods
trom the past, but schools need to

be designed to better prepare stu-
dents for life This means, among
other things, that curricula should
promote and facilitate life-long
learning,. School facilities should
be available to the community as a
whole, evenings and weekends, as
well as during the regular school
dav. Financial assistance must be
allecated to improve rural

~chools” ifrastructure so that
high-tech mteracds e video classes
can be shared among, schools and
dehvered trom colleges, via
telephone lines and satellite sig-
nals, to broaden and enrich the
curriculum.

Also, to assure appropriate
change and improvement m teach-
ing and learmng, statt develop-
ment must be readily available to
rural, 1solated school teachers and
administrators via electronic
telecommunications. National and
state legislation must heed these
needs much more adequately.
Morcover, interagency collabora-
tion should be brought to bear on
the problems of provincialism,
1solation and the neaus of both —
limited recources

The future

Solving the challenges facing
the nation’s rural schools will require
the concerted effort of all govern-
ment levels and all community sec-
tor~ Because «tate and federal fund-
g of rural schools does not ade-
quately retlect need, NREA feels
strongly that well-targeted tederal
funds, accompanied by flevible
guidehnes, and that holding
vducators accountable will make a
significant contnibution to address-
ing rural school needs and concerns.

Nesel s presudent of the Na
tonal Rieal Education Association, an
&5 wear-old national membership or-
ganezatin headipeartered at Colovado
State Limeeisty *
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Rural teachers play critical
role in education reform

by David Leo-Nyquisi

Edutor's note. The tollwemg ar
ticle 1x excerpted trom the sprog suni-
mer 1993 issie of Country Teacher,
prublished by the Nattonal Rural Educa-
tion Associaton, bused af Colorado State
Umizersity.

o someone not fomiliar with

the most promising carrent

directions v school reform
and restructuring, the attention given
recently to the 10th anniversary of
the publication of A Nation at Risk
might be deceptive. While that
government-sponsared report
marked the beginning of a wave ot
highly putslicized top-dawn, state-
level reform initiatives in the nud-
1980s, the most interesting recent
developments have been ona much
smaller scale, often involving in-
dividual schools and districts or
clusters of schools organized as net-
works. And a significant number of
schools on the cutting edge of retorm
are small and rural.

Until farrly recently,
widespread school improvement et-
torts were wedded to the assumplion
that "bigger s better,” and the cen-
turv-long consolidation of small
rural schools into much lorger subur-
ban. urban-sized units was a
canspicuots example of this practice.
Rural educators were encouraged to
believe that smallness was an educa-
tional disadvantage rather than a
strength. The breakdown of many
large urban school systemsn the last
two decadues, however, has chal-
lenged that assumption and
prompted somwe farsighted urban
educators (most notably in New
York City and Philadelphia) to
reverse the “bigness” trend.

This reversal of conventional
wisdom. coupled with the current
emphasis on the central role of
teachers m long-term school retorms.
places rural teachers in a privileged
posttion. what we know about work-
g with students — and with cach
other — in small schools mayv at last
be valued by the edueational reform
movement

Rural solutions

In practical terms, what this
means is that solutions to educa-
tional problems worked out in small
rural schools can have great
relevance for schocls everywhere
that now choose to reorganize them-
selves on a smaller scale.

Many small rural schaols, be-
cause of their special circumstances
(such as small scale, close connee-
tions to the community, flexibility of
adult roles and high level of student
participation in school activities, for
example) can move rapidly in the in-
dicated directions if they choose to
doso and if they learn to take advan-
tage of their unique conditions.

Snwllis beautiful. Maintain-
ing social relationships on a small
scale is an extremely important factor
in persanalizing the learning process
and can provide the starting point in
etforts at “community-building”
within small schools. As our class-
room approaches become more per-
sonalized and our support systems
more successful in preventing our
students from “falling through the
cracks,” rural teachers can draw free-
Iv from — and contribute to — the
rich literature on student learning,
stvles. alternative forms of grading
and assessment, etc. that is ac-
cumutlating across the country.

School-conmunty connections.
The strength and survival of our com-
munities depend on strong schools,
This is certainly true everywhere, but
the connection is more visible and ob-
vious in small towns and rural arcas
where schools are often the largest
viplovers and schoolpeople often
function as communitywide leaders.
Building upon the informal
friendship networks existing in most
small communities, rural schools can
make their school walls permeable,
as students learn how to make the
community into their extended class-
room, and community members
share their expertise and resources
within classrooms.

Fostering a sense of place.
Rural teachers can help to foster
“community feeling” and a sense of
place among, their students by creat-

]

Rucral teachers mterested in school reform need to sift throngh the resenrces and models avadlable

and adapt the most usefil practices 10 therr wnique cireumstances, adi

teacher (Phete by Ruth: Havrisy

g alternatives to the generic curricu-
lum of textbooks. worksheets and
commercaally produced tests. What
does a “place-specitic” or raral cur-
ricuhum look lthe? How can we adapt
and translate curricular mandates
into approaches that fit onr local eir-
cumstances?

Ecological htcracy. Our
provmity to the natural resources
upon which our nation depends al-
lows us to give our students first-
hand experiences with stewardship.
“Ecalogical consciousness” is certain-
Iy more widelv and deeply dispersed
throughout the general population
than it was a generation ago, especial-
lv among the young. What is our role
in helping that process to continue,
in fostering what Aldo Leopold
called a “land ethic” among, our-
selves and our students? How can a
more thoughtful approach to local
resource management become em-
bedded in our K-12 curriculum and
impact the long-term economic
viability of our rural communities?

New forms of leaderslnp.
Schuals are in dire need of leadershup
that 1s something more than
“management.” This will involve
rethinking the role of the principal,
nurturing teacher leadership a< it
emerges and being more creative and

< it raeral hight school

flexible in defining our teachivg
roles. Many small rural schools have
preserved — or could casily move
toward -- atradition of the “teach-
ing puncipal,” which can help break
down the communication problenms
and adversari v relations commonin
large schools with more nigidly
defined and specialized roles. Small
schools can be trailblazers here if
they can learn to respond imagina-
tively ta the question ot leadership.

Qur task as rural teachers
committed to reform is to sift
through the resources and models
available to us, recognizing the
entrepreneurial panacea peddlers for
what they are and adapting the most
powerful and useful practices to our
own unique circumstances. But even
more crtically, our task is to under-
stand that the most important
reforms — inspiring changes that
can blaze the trail for others to tol-
low — can and often do happen in
our own classrooms and schools. We
must build upon our strengths and
learn to use our most obvious
natural advantages wisely.

Lea-Nuquist edits Country
Teacher and teaches English at South
Forh High Sehool i Mirand o Caliton -
i *

Minnesota district models interagency collaboration

Continued from page 3

lelmstetter savs Minnesota's

confidentiahty lasws make it difticult
for human services workers and
cducators to share information. To
deal with this problem, the school has
a Student Assistance Team, whose
members meet twice a month to talk

U aow to help students and

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

tamilies Each member agrees in writ-
mg to keep all information private.
In addition, the school is adding a
family advacate to represent the stu-
dentor family at meetings to ensure
the fanuly has an equal voice.

The immediate benefit
Helmstetter sees to the prograns is

that students will no longer be just a
“number,’ they will get more in-
dividualized services. Over the long,
term, he savs, the program aims to
address the cvele of dependency on
welfare by reaching entire tamilics
carly with services that can help
them suceeed
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For more information on
Blue Earth's interagency collabora-
tion, contact Helmstetter at 315 E. 6th
Street, Blue Earth, MN 560173,

Walker i~ editor of the
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Teaching in Appalachia illustrates extreme of rural problems

by Christine Morgeniceck

y vear of teaching in Ap-

palachia was quite anex-

perience. one quite
different frony other teaching, assign-
ments in the United States. The
beauty of the land was at ties al-
together dinumished by the horrd-
conditions of povertes T TRing in
this region of the Umited States was
both a rewardimg and trustraung os-
perience

It was rewarding in that

teachers were desperately needed.

Some facts about
rural teachers

¢ Nearly ore in four public
school teachers (about
560,000) taught in a rural
school in the 1987-88 school
year.

* Only 6% of teachers in rural
schools were members of a
minority group, compared to
12% in nonrural schools,

¢ Rural teachers were younger
than teachers in other arcas
and had less experience and
preparation. Some 16% wer
under age 30 compared to
12% elsewhere and only 17%
had more than 20 vears of ex-
perience, compared to 234 in
nonrural areas. In secondary
schools, 34% of rural teachers
had atleast a master's de-
gree, compared to 467 for
nonrural teachers.

a

¢ Rural teachers earned an
average of approximately
54,800 less than nonrural
teachers per vear!

¢ Rural principals did not ap-
pear to have more trouble
recruiting teachers than those
in nonrural schools, nor was
the attrition rate higher in
rural areas.

¢ Rural teachers exercise con-
siderable control over the in-
structional process in their
classroom, with 88% saving
they select teaching tech-
niques. for example, and 677
saving they select content,
topics and skills to be taugl.t.
By contrast, smaller propor-
tions of rural teachers said
thev have "a great deal of in-
Hucenee™ over school pobies.

Taken from The Condi-
tion of Education m Rueral Schools,
forthcoming from the U.S. Ot-
fice of Educational Research and
Improvement (see page 15).

ERIC
ey

and most school administrators were
extremely appreciative to have well-
vducated teachers in their schools.
When [ was appointed to special
cducation innortheast Tennessee's
Hawkins County, straight out of col-
lege in the mid-1970s, my supervisor
and principal were grateful for any

w= = @ork 1 did and any progress stu-

Jdents made was considered "amaz-
my ”

Among the trustrations was
the tact that school supplies were al-
most noneastent and had to be pur-
chased on a $35 per-vear allowance

(a factor that taught me good budget-

ing skills). Textbooks were outdated
by an average of 15 vears, attendance
rates were low, especially during the
tobacco harvesting season, and
parents did not understand the im-
portance of school. In my 150-stu-
dent K-12 school, parents believed
school had not made their lives
easier, so why should it make their
children’s lives easier?

Personally, [ experienced
some unique situations — having a
snake wrap around my ankle during
a parent/teacher visit in a home with
dirt floors, watching students groom
their horses and mules during lunch
break, and having, the sentors (atl 17)
take turns putting coal into the fur-
nace to heat the building. One of my
third-grade students offered me the

opportunity to learn how to "chew
and spit” (tobacco). I declined.

Different goals

My goals for what I could ac-
complish, and what I could teach mv
students, changed as | learned what
therr lives were like. For example, it
was difficult getting parents and stu-
dents to accept governmental help
Parents often could not read and
theretore could not fill out forms for
assistance such as Food Stamps.
Government agencies were located
some distance from the community,
and many of the mountain people
did not want to travel far ta “be
stared at.”

So, my goals became to see
that my students had basic reading,
writing and “survival” skills that
would help them, if they chose, find
and qualifv for assistance, and under-
stand things such as how to prepare
more nutritious meals or how to use
a bank.

Finding teachers big
problems

One problem facing rural
schouls todav, aswell in the
how to attract and retan teachers.
This was particalarly tough in Ap-
palachia where teachers had to strug-
ple constantly with being looked

TOS s

)
Attractong and retaoung teachers e riral schools remains a mapor probleme Teachers mav be discoraged b the lack of wrbat cieltire and profes.
stenal deiehoponent opporhiosties. faet paay tond ather aspects eoyable (Phato by Kith Harnso

'Rt

upon as an outsider and tryving to
break the barrier of suspicion

A bigger problen was not
being able to grow professionally. 1t
takes perseverance to obtainan ad-
vanced degree when the nearest
university may be hours away.

And. isolated rural arcas
such as Appalachia have an addition-
al burden in trving to attract teachers
used to culture as mamstream
Americans think ot it — good
libraries, museums, symphonies,
theaters, ballet, ete. 1 had to find
ways toentertain myself. Even hous-
ing itself can be a problem. My apart-
ment. an old school converted into
housmg units for teachers by a local
principal, was 40 miles away from
the school.

On the other hand, teaching,
m alocation like Appalachia can be
extremely satisfving for a teacher
who is adventurous and wants to get
out of mainstream America. The ex-
posure to a challenging teaching en-
vironment and to the community it-
self can only help one grow in life ex-
periences. Teaching is one wayv that
pupils can become aware of the
larger world, and it can be reward-
mg to acquamt them wiih that
workd. wiether they choose todein it
or not.

Morgenweeck s curvently ECS
Iy s esere ces admnistrator %
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Rural schools work on ‘bottom-up’ change

by Jacqueline D. Spears

hile the most visible of-

forts at school reform are

“top-down,” rural
schools in Arizona and Washington
are trying their hand at change that
15 “bottom up

1. ding provided by the
Ford Foundation has enabled staft at
the Rural Clearinghouse for Lifelong
Educativn and Development to take
a careful look at rural schools and
their communities. Multicultural
reform was chosen as one strategy to
strengthen the link between schools
and their communities.

Project EMPIRE (Exemiplary
Multicultural Practices in Rural
Schools) was designed to build local
networks capable of supporting lo-
cally designed projects. Each par-
ticipating school formed a team that
included a representative from its ad-
ministration, several teachers and at
least one community member. The
school team became part of a
“cluster” of rural schools working to
initiate multicultural reform. These
people became the “inside” experts.

Each group of rural schools
was then linked to a network of “out-
side” experts. These people included
taculty trom the regronad unisersity
(Northern Arizona Univeraty or
Hentage Callege in south cential
Washington), as welt as maltieud-
tuad education experts tram the
regional education service unmit and
state department ot education in
cach state. One person trom “out-
side” was assigned as a mentor to
each school, where they hosted meet-
ings to allow school people ta share
information and experiences with
one another, and helped provide
staff development. The Rural
Clearinghouse also provided access
toexperts and resources bevand the
two states

Potpourri of activities

The clearmghouse invited
statf at cach school to design a
project that would respond to their
imdividual needs in multicultural
education Over the course of an
academic vear plus summers, the
EMPIRE network provided a pot-
pourri at activities designed to sup-
part cach school’s viston and plan
for mulbicultural retormy Those ac-
tivities ranged trom workshops ta
telease bine tor phinmmss toaceess Lo
clectionie networks ta spportinihies
to share resources with other muome
bers of the cluster

Somwe of the projeci-an-
wiated by the schools included

¢ A high school 1n south ceptral
Washington mtroduced a bilin-
y STehemistry course, making,
Q \

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

A ngember of the Hilton Flementany School ENIPIRE teaar v Zillaly, Waslungten, works with
stindents nrlier chissroon.

one of its upper-level science cour-
ses more aceessible to L'\IHL‘).‘,C-
bound Hispanic students.

o Schoots on the Navajoand Hopt
reservations spansored school ex-
civinges, creating opporhimities to
help Indian vouth “understand
others but hear and respect the
inner voice of their own culture.”

* Aschoolin southern Washimgton
developed a parent handbook in
Spanish, sparking a districtwide
discussion about how to communi-
cate better with Hispanic families.

¢ Staff at a predominantly Anglo
schoolin Arizonadentitied
resources that could ennich
students” and fanilies” exposure to
other cultures.

* The Yakima Tribal school focused
on remtegrating, Yakima culture
into the lite of the school.

Local emphasis paid off

Rescarch into the effort has
shown that the most tar-reaching,
change came m schoals that talored
projects to ther own community In
addition, one project was built on top
of another, which enabled par-
Bopants to bike advantage of loeal
resonrees and toantegrate ettarts mio
the school.

Research has shown that the
most far-reacling change cajne

Jn 5('Iﬁml.< that (ailored projects

Aheir owon comnunity,

¥

One of the more noticeable
vnltcomes of these projects has been
the “ripple effect.” Once bilingual in-
struction was introduced mto the
chemistry class, teachers in other
fields began revising their expecta-
tions of Hispanic students. A Spanish
hterature course was intraduced, al-
lowing students to read the works in
Spanish but discuss their reactions in
Fnghsh. Onee staff in an elementary
school began valuing cultural dif-
ierences, children began forming
new friendships. Racial contlict is
rarchy seen these davs. Tensions be-
tween the Hopr and Navajo have
diminished, at least among those
who participated in the school ox-
change.

Policy issues

Work completed thus far
suggests several issues for policy-
makers to consider. They include:

o Partuerships with lngher education
need to leave schiools in control of
ihat and hote they change. Projects
ieed to be designed by those most
knowledgeable about the jocal
school and commumity, although
they can benetit trom the
knowledpe amd expertise of out
side w\perts

o Acceuntaliliy mrasures need to m-
corporate what motreates dange
Teachers often draw strength from
the intangibles — their own
growth and development, in-
creased sense of teamwork among,

school staff and increased elf-

esteem of students
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o Assessaeni ettorts veed fo respuect
teadhers” sonrces of strengty — thev
are fundamental to helpimng
xchools reform.

o Stat development programs nead to
respond to et res o pmpreie scleds,
When school persennehidentty
the problem they want to solve,
they benefit more from staff
development activitios.

o Erortsat mudticdtural veform need
to valiee dieersihy, 1 the pracess by
which schools are asked to initiate
multicultural retorm does notat-
self respect differences, how can
schools be expected to respect the
cultural ditferences they find in
their communities? Schouls need
to be free to pursue individually
designed projects.

The process the clearing-
house is developing tor rural schools
may alsa be transferrable to urban
schools. The key is to begin hstening
carcfully to teachers, ashing them to
describe projects they can fimplement
and outcomes that supply the energy
for continued change. As a staff mem-
ber at ene school in Washington
pointed out:

“oLowestarted out thinking,
about what we needed to dotor
them - - the growing Hispanw
population. Then we realized that we
needed to charge. Weneeded to
value the cultural differences vur stu-
dents brought to scheol. .

Spears s cosdpecter o e
Rural Clearmchouse v Lrdlonyg Liduea-
fiontand Development Lcated at Karsas
State Unicersitu. %

Students at the Nuzlvon Boanding School i
Gutnde, Artzenga, icork on therr cultural
wrerals.
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Rural schools lead reform
effort in Alabama

by Jack Shelton

n Alabama, rural schools and the

state’s major university are work-

ing together to maintain and
strengthen the schools and improve
rurallife. “Better Schools Building
Better Communitios” is a collabora-
tive program of education reform
and community development that is
attracting attention and support both
i this country and abroad. Par-
ticipants include the PACERS
Cooperative (an association of 24
small, rural public schoolstand the
Program for Rural Services and Re-
search (PRSRY at the University ot
Alabama.

The cooperative, and even-
tually the “Better Schools” program,
developed as PRSR sought to fulfill
its mandate to make university
resources available to rural Alabama
communitics through “mutually
beneficial partnerships,” which
honor local inttiative and strengths.
Schools clearly were among the most
likely partners because of therr
centralr le in the community.

vdetermine their poteptial
as partners, PRSR nutiated a series of
projects that resulted in tangible,
public outcomes with the work com-
pleted by students. The work in-
volved PRSR statf i the life of small
rural schools throughout the state
and gave them the chance to listen to
students and teachers and to under-
stand how the schools functioned.
They discovered that the schools,
which face severe tunding limitations
but utten serve as surrogate families,
were nnusually successful in the
academic and personal dev elopment
of their studente. especially those “at
sk )

The staff also tound strong
school and community ties and a
potential for more community invol-
vement. However, the schools faced
severe obstacles, the largest of which
W closure.

Closure policies

The Alabama State Depart-
ment ot Education and Alabama’s
county-wide boards of education
often pursne policies ot school
closure, believing that bigger is better
and cheaper Thercis little evidence
to support cither assumption, nor 1~
there sertous retlection on two aucal
arcas (D What are the alternatives to
school closure in overcoming, the of-
tects ot hstance and population spar
sty characteristic of rural places? (2)
What are the strengths of small rural
public scheols and how can they be
used to evervone's benetit

To help rural schools use
their strengths and deal with issues
of distance and low population,
PRSR. in collaboration with a non-
protit rural education support or-
ganization called ACCESS, inttiated
several new programs. The most im-
portant of these was the Program for
the Academic and Cultural Enhance-
ment of Rural Schools (PACERS), set
up to help rural teachers continue
their education in several areas, in-
cluding forcign language, for which
most rural schools did not receive
funding

Teachers trom small schools
responded vigorously to this oppor-
tunity to obtain additional certifica-
tion in forcign language. Their num-
bers and success attracted attention
inside and bevond the institution and
eventually resulted in the Foreign
Language Institute, through which al-
most 100 schools obtained certified
French or Spanish teachers.

The program demonstrated a
cost-cffective alternative to consolida-
tion for curriculum expansion and
revealed the petential that alliances
between higher education and pubhe
schools have for building, local
capacity,

PPerhaps the most important
result was that teachers from small
rural schools had a unique oppor-
tunity to work together. Their re-
quests for a formal format for col-
laboration matched PRSR's own con-
corn for long-term small school
cooperation to address common is-
sues and to build upon common
strengths,

“Better Schools”

With support trom the
Lyndhurst Foundation, PRSR began
to arganize a cooperative of schools
that vwould be geographically,
ceonomically and racially repre-
sentative of Alabama. Additional sup-
port from the Ford Foundation
funded a series of planning mectings
in which teachers and community
residents considered the strengths,
needs and resources ot their schoots
and communities.

“Better Schools Buildimg Bet-
ter Communities™ emerged from the
process asan organic program that
values the local community and
provides students appartunities to
study and serve it High academic ex-
pectations are pliced upon students
as they do real work that aftects therr
communities At the same e, the
caormunity based nature of the ac
tivaties garncrs local endorsement
and provides motis ation and vahda-
tion tor students and teachers who
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Rural stidents may have opportinities to participate in educational activahies Hat alse seree the
needs of ther commnenties, such as comprdog focal hstory. (Phote by Riatl Harrss

arc encouraged by the opportunity
to do meaningful work for their com-
munities.

Three components

“Better Schools” has three
components. “Genius of Place” helps
overcome the abstract, general na-
ture of schooling by focusing on the
local community and rooting study
of the larger world in the lives and
experiences ot students. Students are
preparing and conducting com-
munity survevs, studving local geog-
raphy, opening museums, carrying
out school and home energy audits
and producing community vear-
books. Thev are creating and statfing
community newspapers and writing
local histories. Communities, in turn,
receive information crucial for
development.

The second component, "Sus-
taining Communities,” focuses on
the basic needs of individuals and
communities: food, shelter, health
and good work. Through hands-on
cfforts that serve their communities,
students study and use science, math-
ematics, physics, statistics,
cconomics and other subjects. For ex-
ample, students are building low-
cost, low-maintenance selar-heated
houses and retrofitting honses with
solar appliances to reduce upheep
and utilities cost. They are document-
ing local health status with inven-
tories they have prepared, studving,
I abwater quality and testing tor
lead porsoning, a serious problem to
many Alabama children Studimts
also statted a computer assembly
business that provides the PACERS
Cooperative with high-quality, low-

BEST “OPY AVAILABLE

cost computers, which have been es-
sential to the development of the
cooperative’s statewide information
and resource-sharing netw ork.

Finally, “Joy™ helps mstill in
voung, people skills and dispositions
tor enjoving life and living together.
Students are writing and producing
plays, helping their schools develop
parks and using photography to
document and celebrate their com-
numities

Good support

Both the cooperative and its
“Better Schools” program have at-
tracted public and private support
because of their potential to reform
~chooling and revitahze rural com-
munitics Other partnersinclude
many ot Alabama’s telephone com-
panies, the Farmers Home Ad-
ministration, the Alabama Public
Library Service, three of the federal
education labs, the Freshwater In-
stitute of the Conservation Fund and
a varicty of other local and state
agencies.

The PACERS Cooperative,
I'RSR and their many partners have
taken sigmiticant steps on the road to
school reform and rural community
development by developing, proces-
ses, programs and partnerships
through which schools can create
and “own ' retorm and «erve their
commumnities Therr work offers
much to ongomg national efforts to
mprove schools and communities.

diiton diects the Progrant for
Rl Sevisees and Researdinat the
Lo sty ot Alabama »




State Education Leader « Fall 1993

A portrait of rural schools

In 1988, the nonmetropolitan job
less rate was 404 higher than in

metro counties. Percentage Percentage dislrih.ution of schools, by school enrollment
Editor’s note: The follow- ) ) o sdzeand locale: 1959-90

ing information is excerpted from . RL!ml jobs tend to require few sthouls

The Condition of Education in skills and pay poorly, compared to £

Rural Schools, in production by nonrural jobs. -

the Office of Educational Research * Rural poverty rates equal or ex- //

and Improvement of the U.S. ceed those in central cities. More n Z

Deparsment of Education. It than 18% of rural residents (and 8

provides an unprecedented collec- one in four rural children) were ’4;:

tion of information about rural living in poverty by 1985 with //

schools that will be useful to policy poverty increasing twice as fast in 30 3

makers and others concerned about rural arcas as in urban arcas from

rural education issues. For informa- 1979 to 1986,

tion on ordering this publication, 204

available at the end of December,
contact Joyce Stern, U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, OERI, 555
New Jersey Avenue NW,
Washington, DC 20208-5644.

Challenges to
understanding rural
education

Rura! education research.

Small scale, inciation and sparsity of

Characteristics

In 1989-90, more than 6.6 million
students attended some 22,100
rural schools, accounting for 16.6%
of regular public school students
and 28.3% of regular public
schools.

Rural schools and rural school dis-
tricts usually enrotl small numbers
of students, i.e., fewer than 1,000
per district,

Rural school districts are experienc-
ing significant enrollment declines.

1-100 100.200 200-400

of Data Prblie School Unzverse Files, 198990

40500
Sowrce Natinal Center for Cducation Statisties, Common Care

B4 1,200 Over 1,20

. Rural {27 Lrvan

Pereentage of

High school program enrollment, by tvpe

¢
General

population are still not considered Per-pupil transportation costs aro 198t seniars and Tocation
impoztant by many researchers and inordinately high in rural schools My s ST e e
are thus "T"“trvd becatse of the smaller number of
Limited awareness of cul- X . )
S . students. : r
tural diversity: Stereotypical images 40
of rural lite inhibit understanding the  * Rural school districts depend ai-
wide diversity that exists across most exclusively on real property
regions and even within states. taxation tor their local revenuce W0
Multiple definitions of e Rural schools have smaller stu-
rural: Definitions of rural in both dent/teacher ratios than other
federal and state statutes vary wide schools, with small rural secon- 20
ly. dary schools having the Towest at
1:12.5.
Context of rural education o 10
: National data show that rural
* Rural America is sparsely popu- students’ standardized assessment
lated, averaging fewer than 40 resi- scores have risen in recent years
dents per square mile. and now approvimate the nalional 0

Atademie Vocational
[ - Urban !’24} Suburh 77 Runl j
Avenge annual salaties of raral and nonrural Source U S Departmend of Cducataon, Natiort! Conter tor [ ufuatam Stueda
A“]’”K" public ~chuoal principals, Iy gender: 1987-88 High Schoal and Bewond, 1980 ~-
salary
L3 L L) I ~ S e s e
Si5.310 SI3,6R10 average. Scores tend to be sig- : :
- ificantle hi l. | ’ i + Black and Fhspanic students in
R e - » highe ‘ore -
Jaam AR l"tl:ﬂ"‘ '\ i“h “{ t “;" Nm(; ! rural arcas are far more likely to
i - o ‘o I
ulr an '?.“'Ll(“t; ut to‘;” than drop out than were metropolitan
we of sub s mts. :
$32 30 those of suburban student members of mimority groups.
W00 — — Education and work . !\lhmlmty ;?r_otllps in rumfl ;wc.\.s.
s 1lso have higher rates of function-
eriences of rural i .
exp alilliteracy than rural whites and
youth JATracs
2040~ RE— nminoritics i nonrural areas.
¢ Rural s:’udv'nls sey N-L'm'a]('l‘\'t“' * The average rural vesident has a
- m‘_"i” often in lower-level, less- high school diploma, compared to
¢ - - 3 f 5 . .
. skilled positions than nonrural a th-grade education X years
youth. Only about 16% of rural aga
yauth, for example, plan to attain ) b inf tion f
- T Q0 el A} 2}
0 = an advanced degree, compared to . armersinformation from
Rirral male wuralienale Nonrural male  Nonrtral female about 23% for subtirban and The Condition of Lducatin i Ruval
2 s d
} Schools, see page 12.%
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ECS helping states bring
rural schools into reform effort

oy Chris Pipho

“The education reform movement of the last decade has had little
impact on rural schools.”
— Statement nade at Cemectng Rinal Communities. a session at the
ECS Natienal Forum last sanumer in Mitsburgh

or participants attending the rural communitics session, this comment

generated little surpnse and no little acknowledgement, but one has to

wonder if the legislators and governors who have drafted the education
reforms of the last decade would react with the same believing nods.

Many forces influence policy making for rural schools, yvet rural issucs
are rarely seen in totality. The strengths that exist in rural communities are
often overlooked; to most policy makers, rural means small. And, because rural
issues differ from community to community and from one region of the
country to the next, rural differences often go unnoticed. Rural issues don't
receive good media coverage, and because of population sparsity, community
activism is less organized. Yet student achievement is often high and public
support for schools unwavering. What often is missing in urban schools —
strong families, two-parent homes, small class sizes — are abundant in rural
schools.

One size doesn't fit all

But the "one-size-fits-ali” state appreach to education policy making
and reform frequently does not take into account these ditfering needs and
strengths. Rural educators cite examples such as these:

* The top-down mandates that began in 1983 to raise student achievenient
and improve the quality of the teaching force have had both uneven and
unintended outcomes on rurat schools. Some rural comimunitios viesw man-
dated higher graduation requirements with more mathematics and science
courses as a move to force small districts o consohidate. v some states,

school districts have had to turn to distance learning technology to meet new

curricular requirements, leading <tates to mahke dedisions about the com-
parability of instruction offered by a “long-distanee” teacher outside the dis-
trict and state versus a teacher in a local classroom: Statewide technology
plans had to be developed on short natice

Such reforms otten had a ditterent impact on rural schools than on their
counterparts in urban arcas. Ond stade pelicu nikers widerstand or anticypale
these wnintended ontcomes? Dad rural commumbies lree an epporbionty fo express
therr concerns or opumions tor pmplementation? Is a reform plan that emphasizes cel-
lege entrance requirements contrbuting to the " out-mrgration”™ of student~, and
tern creatmg, rather than <ol arural probiem?

* Both the cost of educating students and the amount of local property
wealth differs widely between rural and urban areas. Oceasionally, innd-
mg formulas take into account the necessarily-small school distriet's rural
transportation needs and isolation or sparsity factors, but probably not often
enough. Declining student counts in some rural statex have presented uni-

que funding formula difficulties. In
lowa, the legislature created the
“phantom-student” count, giving
districts an opportunity to spread
student decline over more than one
vear — ornly to discover that Des
Moines, the largest district in the
state, was collecting more of the
money than rural areas.

Again, the results, although unin-
tended, did not faver rural areas, To
its credit, lowa has several incentive
programs to encourage rural areas
to share administrators and stu-
dents. These programs recognize
that incentives can lead to more
changes than mandates.

Rural revitalization

The out-migration of young
people, the general economic decline
of some rural areas and the overall
fear that school closures or consolida-
tion will trigger a death knell for a
community concern rural educators in
regard to education reform. It is pos-
sible that a statewide education reform plan cannot fix some of these problems.
States must, however, find a better way to reinforce cach rural community’s
vision of education and fit this into a svstemic statewide vision for education.
Collaboration with all elements of the community is key, and the ¢ “hoal may be
the natural gathering point for a community to develop a new vision for rural
education.

Last vear, ECS started to work with a group of states to develop the
tooks that a state or community conld use o determine where its education sys-
tem 1s, how it has changed and whether 1t s progressing toward o common
goal. Entitied The State Lducalwn Sysiom - A Conrettin or susicnug Change, this
discussion/leadership guide gives groups an opportumty to discuss five areas
of the education system (vision, policy making and alignment, teaching and
learning, public and political support and networks. partnerships and collabora-
tion). The continuum includes how the present system looks and works
through stages of awareness, trans.aon and eventually the development of a
plan for a new system of education.

ECS also 15 working with the National Rural Education Association and
foundations to adapt this leadership discussion tool to rural needs. Developing
and piloting a “needs assessment” that invalves K-12 education, higher educa-
tion, health services and rural economic development efforts may be vital for
developing a new rale for rural education and the survival of rural com-
munities. The ECS continuum tool could help clarify where communities are,
where they want to go and how they should get there. Most of all. if adapted for
rural communities and their special needs, it could reinforce the positive
reforms many rural systems already have made and help state policy makers
better understand rural issues as a whole.

ECS i working with states to help them fit
rural conmmontics” vison of educabion mito
the shies Cision for retorm

Piphe < ECS director of state relations and the Clearmghonse *

707 17th Strect '
Sutte 2700
Denver, Colurado 80202-3427
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