
 
 

Position Paper on the Reauthorization of NCLB:  
The Rural Perspective 

November 2006 
 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act is fundamentally flawed and provides neither an 
efficient, nor an effective path to improving schooling for all students. Some provisions in the 
law are actually harmful for students. Despite major defects, NCLB has dominated national 
education reform efforts and with its likely reauthorization in 2007, it will undoubtedly 
continue to do so for the near future. In the long run, we think the underlying legislation, the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, should change course. But in the short run, we offer 
the following suggestions for modifying the current law.  
 
The problems and recommendations included here are those that are most relevant to rural 
students and rural schools. We share many of the broader, more general concerns that are being 
widely expressed. But our focus here is on the rural issues that many others are less likely to 
identify or express.  
 
1. Title I Funding Issues 
 
Problem:  
Some of the current funding formulas used in Title I discriminate against small rural districts.1  
The formulas tend to allocate more Title I aid per-eligible-student in larger LEAs, than in 
smaller LEAs, based on factors that small districts can't control. The problem is not with the 
legislation’s worthy intent to target funds to districts with the highest poverty rates, but with an 
explicit bias in the formula that favors larger enrollments. The formula also tends to allocate 
more money to high spending states, even if the high spending is a result of lavish spending in 
non-Title I schools in wealthy LEAs. 

 

Recommendations:  
✦ Title I formulas that discriminate against small rural districts should be changed 

and/or eliminated.  
 
Specifically, the weighting formula for targeted and EFIG grants should be size 
neutral and should adjust only for higher proportions of poverty regardless of LEA 
size. 
 
Also, the average state per pupil expenditure should be adjusted for differences in 
average per pupil expenditure for Title I schools only. 
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2. Highly Qualified Teacher (HQT) Provisions 
 
Problem:  
Federal requirements for meeting HQT provisions ignore the current realities faced by small 
rural LEAs that lack economies of scale and often require multiple-subject teaching assignments 
to meet state standards and curricular demands. In addition, teachers in these LEAs often lack 
access to necessary professional development, and in high poverty rural areas, teacher shortages 
are especially severe.   
 
The current "rural flexibility" provisions are provided to only a small segment of rural LEAs, 
and these LEAs are disproportionately located in the Great Plains and Midwest. 

 
 
3. Adequate Yearly Progress System 
 
Problem: 
The statistical reliability of student assessment scores from small numbers of student in small 
schools is very poor and can easily misidentify small schools – either positively or negatively -- 
because of random fluctuations that are unrelated to school quality.  

 
 

Recommendations:  
✦ States should have the authority to offer all necessary flexibility to accommodate the 

needs of staffing small rural schools.  
 

✦ All states should be required to develop plans to increase recruitment and retention of 
highly qualified teachers in hard-to-staff locales. Definitions of hard-to-staff districts 
should include rural Title I districts that are experiencing difficulties attracting and 
retaining qualified teachers because of their rural locations. 
 

✦ The current definitions used to provide "rural flexibility" should be expanded to 
cover all schools located in rural areas (defined as new NCES locale codes 32, 33, 41, 
42 and 43). 2  

Recommendation: 
✦ States should be required to use confidence intervals around AYP targets to minimize 

statistical errors in labeling schools in need of improvement. 
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4. Sanctions 
 
Problem:  
School choice in many rural areas is impossible and/or impractical because of the long distances 
to other schools. In addition, in some places, supplemental services are unavailable, of poor 
quality, and/or not coordinated with school curriculum.  

 
 
5. Special Education (SPED) and English Language Learners (ELL) 
 
Problem:  
One hundred percent proficiency with SPED and ELL subgroups is unworkable and unrealistic. 
By definition, children included in ELL and SPED subgroups cannot meet the same grade-level 
standards.  
 
The identification of these subgroups invites a backlash, and in small rural communities, 
maintaining anonymity is difficult. 
 

Recommendations: 
✦ Transfer options (school choice) should remain a state policy and not be included in 

NCLB. 
 

✦ Supplemental services for students who need these services should be subject to 
rigorous standards, and coordinated with ongoing instruction in local schools. States 
need to be held accountable for ensuring the quality of supplemental service 
providers.  

Recommendations:  
✦ School systems should not miss AYP because of SPED and ELL sub-groups.  
 

Results should be publicly reported, but not used to determine whether a school or 
district has met AYP. Instead, a separate standard appropriate for measuring school 
performance for these populations should be developed. 
 

✦ IEP teams should determine the appropriate assessment strategy for each Special 
Education (SPED) student. 
 

✦ To maintain confidentiality, results should only be publicly reported for subgroups 
with 20 or more students.  
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6. General Funding Issues 
 
Problem:  
Funding for NCLB is inadequate to cover all the costs of implementing the law. Small rural 
districts are especially vulnerable to additional financial stress due to implementing NCLB. 

 
 
 
                                                 
1 The discrimination occurs in two ways in the formula for calculating each LEA’s authorized share of the 
Congressional appropriation.  
 
First, under the Targeted and Education Finance Incentive Grants (EFIG), the LEA’s authorization is calculated 
using a weighted eligibility count that provides additional per pupil weight for each eligible student as the 
percentage of students who are Title I-eligible increases, or as the total number of Title I-eligible students in the 
LEA increases. Whether the percentage or the total number of Title I-eligible students is used depends entirely on 
which approach provides the LEA with the larger authorization. When the percentage of eligible students is 
calculated, large and small LEAs get proportionally the same amount per eligible child. But when the total number 
of eligible students is used, large districts gain a substantial per pupil advantage. A large district with the same 
percentage of eligible students as a small district will get substantially more authorization per eligible pupil. This 
problem is aggravated by the fact that the targeted and EFIG grants are the only part of the formula that have 
experienced funding growth under NCLB. 
 
Second, each LEA’s authorization under all four of the Title I grant formulas is based on the statewide average per 
pupil expenditure which serves as a proxy for regional variation in cost of education. But this has the effect of 
sending more money to states whose high spending results from inequitable funding systems that allow wealthy 
districts to outspend poorer districts. The statewide average per pupil expenditure should be calculated for each 
Title I school only. 
 
2 See this site for more information on the latest classification of locale codes: 
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/Rural_Locales.asp 

Recommendations:  
✦ The federal government should mandate that all states provide equitable funding for 

public schools in all locales as a condition of receiving Title I funding. The standard 
to which states should be held is a .10 weighted coefficient of variation in per pupil 
expenditures for all districts with at least 200 students.  

 
✦ Federal dollars should be invested in programs that increase teacher recruitment, 

retention and teacher compensation in "hard-to-staff" locales. Incentive programs 
(such as "grow-your-own" programs, scholarships, stipends, loan-forgiveness) should 
be implemented and fully funded. 


