
�Time to Register for the 7th Annual
Rural Education Working Group!

Thriving Rural Schools
in Challenging Circumstances
May 16–18, 2008 ❖ Tuskegee, Alabama

It’s time to register for the 7th Annual Rural Education Working
Group Meeting: Thriving Rural Schools in Challenging Circumstances.

Download the brochure and registration form: www.ruraledu.org

Registration Discounts: For state or community groups who attend
the meeting together, and to those who register before March 15.

Please Note: If you need ideas for help in raising funds to cover the
costs of participating, please email page.mccullough@ruraledu.org.
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Q: Which 11 states have a rural high school graduation rate above 90%?
Answer on page 4.

Rural Education Working Group
to Consider More Formal
Organization

Integrating Physics,
Writing, Drama,
and Outreach
in Rural Kentucky

Students in Stephanie Harmon’s Ad-
vanced Placement (AP) physics class don’t
just work their way through the challeng-
ing science content of this tough subject,
they also do historical research, techni-
cal writing, public speaking, and drama.
And, they use their knowledge and skills
to engage elementary students with sci-
ence and science history as well.

For the past three years, Harmon’s AP
physics students at Rockcastle County
High School in eastern Kentucky have
produced a “Chautauqua” series on great
scientists. The project follows in the tra-
dition of the Chautauqua traveling shows
that flourished in the late 19th and early
20th centuries and combined education
and entertainment in the form of lectures,
concerts, and dramatic portrayals of his-
torically important people.

For the present-day Chautauqua, stu-
dents write a research paper on an im-
portant scientist and then turn their
findings into a dramatic portrayal—com-
plete with props that help demonstrate
one of the concepts or principles pio-
neered by the scientist. Then the students
take their portrayals “on the road” to
fourth and fifth grade classes in the dis-
trict, where they also read excerpts about
the scientist from children’s literature.
The project, in which all AP physics stu-
dents participate, supplements the AP
physics curriculum.

“It’s a good way to integrate English
and science,” says Holly Brown, a Rock-
castle County senior who participated in
the project last year. “Most people don’t

During the past seven years, rural
education organizations and individu-
als who are involved with rural schools
in their communities have been meet-
ing annually as a Rural Education
Working Group (REWG) to discuss
common issues, share experiences, and
learn from each other. REWG partici-
pants often say it helps and inspires
them in their work like no other event,
and they look forward to reconnecting
with others year after year. Many par-
ticipants find the relationships they
make last beyond the conference, and
they stay in touch with each other
throughout the year.

For the upcoming 2008 REWG
meeting in Alabama on May 16–18, the
Rural Trust is proposing that we begin
creating a more formal relationship

among participants. In the next few
months, we’ll be talking with many of
the regular participants in the REWG to
find out what they think of the idea. If
there is sufficient interest, we plan to set
aside time during the conference to be-
gin developing a membership arrange-
ment and decision-making system.

These discussions will be open to
everyone who attends. And, we expect
there will be plenty of additional ways
to be involved. Over the next year or
two, we hope the participating groups
can forge a common national agenda
for rural education reform. By “na-
tional” agenda, we mean an agenda that
includes issues of national importance,
even if those issues play out at the state
level rather than in federal legislation.

Stay tuned for new developments.

continued on page 3

http://www.ruraledu.org


2 Rural Policy Matters, February 2008 www.ruraledu.org

RURAL SCHOOL FUNDING NEWS

Congress Increases the “Rural
Penalty” Under Title I

Congress took another swipe at some
of the poorest children in the nation in
the 2008 appropriations bill, which sent
over a billion dollars to schools through
formulas that systematically discrimi-
nate against high-poverty rural schools.

Faced at year’s end with the unpleas-
ant task of reauthorizing No Child Left
Behind by reconciling the many compet-
ing—and mostly negative—views of the
beleaguered federal education law, Con-
gress did what it often does in presiden-
tial election years: it spent some money
and went home for the holidays.

The appropriations bill provided, over-
all, about the same level of funding as the

previous year to the U.S. Department of
Education, but there were significant
changes in how the money was distributed
among programs. Title I, the program that
provides local schools with funds to help
with the education of low-income and
other disadvantaged children, increased
more than 8%, from $12.8 to $13.9 billion.

The additional $1.1 billion Title I
funds were evenly split between just two
parts of the complex Title I funding for-
mula, the “Targeted Grant” formula and
the “Educational Finance Incentive
Grant” program.

These are the two parts of the Title
I formula that use a complicated

weighting system that sends more
money per eligible pupil to larger dis-
tricts than to smaller ones with simi-
lar high poverty rates. In some cases,
the formulas provide more per pupil
money to large districts with lower pov-
erty rates than small districts with
higher poverty rates. Because these
small, high poverty school districts are
overwhelmingly rural, we call this
weighting system the “Rural Penalty.”
Congress just increased the Title I Ru-
ral Penalty.

You can read more about the impact
of the Title I weighting systems at
www.ruraledu.org, where you can also
access information about Title I alloca-
tions in your district. For previous Ru-
ral Policy Matters articles, click on the
“topics” button and choose Title I.

Wyoming Funding Case
Closed but not Without
Instructions for Rural
School Funding

In a unanimous decision in the 14-
year-old lawsuit Campbell v. State, the
Wyoming supreme court has ruled that
the state’s school finance system is con-
stitutional. The ruling praised the trial
judge and agreed with his 2006 deci-
sion, expressing confidence in the good
faith efforts of the legislature and the
sufficiency of funding increases.

The case, along with its predeces-
sor 1995 ruling, is considered among
the most significant and positive school
finance litigation in the country, par-
ticularly for rural and small schools.

In an unusually thorough and de-
tailed decision, the court carefully re-
viewed implementation of Wyoming’s
new finance system to make sure that
the principles of the 1995 Campbell
decision were in place and then re-
leased jurisdiction over the case.

The court, however, gave one addi-
tional directive that is particularly im-
portant to rural schools in the state. It
told the state to stop reducing alloca-
tions for teacher salaries to rural dis-
tricts, which the state determined had
a lower-than-average cost of living.

Wyoming’s finance system includes a
complex method for determining the
cost of living in various parts of the state.
The state was using this regional cost ad-
justment as justification for providing
lower salary allocations for many rural
districts. In ordering the state to stop
this practice, the court emphasized that
a lower cost of living does not justify
lower teacher pay and stressed that ru-
ral districts must be able to offer sala-
ries that are at least competitive with
other districts in order to attract and re-
tain teachers.

The court rejected one other plaintiff
claim remaining from the 2006 deci-
sion—that the School Facilities Com-
mission (SFC) had not moved quickly
enough on school construction. The SFC
was created in response to Campbell and
has authority to adopt standards and de-
termine what facilities should be con-
structed. Although the state admitted
some problems in the process, the court
said the state was acting in good faith in
meeting urgent facility needs and that
districts could appeal directly to the SFC
on a case-by-case basis. The legislature
has earmarked $990 million for con-
struction.

Important outcomes of Campbell in-
clude changes to the education finance
system that require the state to recalibrate

and adjust state education spending every
two years for inflation, review its funding
model every five years, and significantly
upgrade school facilities. Additional out-
comes include funding for at-risk students
and higher teacher salaries.

Campbell v. State was brought by a
large coalition of school districts, the
Wyoming School Board Association, and
the Wyoming Education Association.
Decisions in the case have resulted in a
large state education budget, derived
mainly from mineral resources in the
state. Plaintiff district leaders and attor-
neys have expressed satisfaction with the
decision and noted that the litigation was
necessary to effect the changes that have
occurred.

Washington Voters
Remove Supermajority
Requirement in Local
Levies

Washington voters narrowly approved
a constitutional amendment in Novem-
ber that allows local school levies to pass
with a simple majority (50%) of votes.
The amendment was first reported as
defeated, but when all the votes were
counted, the measure was approved by a
little over 1%.

For some 30 years, Washington State
has required a “supermajority” of 60%
of voters to approve local property tax

http://www.ruraledu.org
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increases, referred to as local levies, for
schools. Supporters of the amendment
(Engrossed House Resolution 4204)
pointed out that most levies received
more than 50% on their first ballot and
were eventually approved, but that dis-
tricts were frequently forced to hold
costly second and third referendums be-
fore they achieved the 60% super-
majority. Supporters also said that a
simple majority would make each vote
count equally and end a situation in
which 40% of voters could control the
outcome of a referendum.

The amendment also ends several
other technical requirements related to
the percentage of votes cast compared to
previous ballot initiatives. The measure
applies only to local levies for schools;
supermajority requirements remain in
place for many other tax initiatives in
the state.

NCLB Lawsuit Gets
New Life

A three-judge panel from the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit
has given new life to a lawsuit against
Secretary of Education Margaret Spell-
ings. The lawsuit charges that No Child
Left Behind has become an unfunded
mandate, and without notice, requires
states and districts to spend their own
funds to meet the increasing require-
ments of the law.

think of these subjects as having much
to do with each other, but they are re-
lated and this gives us a chance to show
that they are related.”

Harmon, who also teaches classes at
a local community college and at a re-
gional university, combined several in-
terests when she started the project in
2005. “I wanted the students to do a
college-level research paper,” she said.
“Kentucky’s portfolio process is impor-
tant to helping students find their voice
and do creative writing. Students also
need to master technical writing and
writing based on facts.”

She continued, “I knew from the col-
lege classes I teach that many students
have difficulty with technical writing
pieces. And even though this assignment

is not technical in the sense that students
have to deal with a lot of quantitative
information, it’s one in which they have
to do independent research and demon-
strate an ability to comprehend and
translate that comprehension into writ-
ten word.” The papers are graded on con-
tent, structure, and grammar.

Harmon also remembered the effec-
tiveness of a Chautauqua project based
on the lives of artists that the school dis-
trict had done in the late 1990s. “That
was very successful, but it was completely
an after-school project,” she said. “As I
thought about our science curriculum I
thought, ‘what can we do in school and
what is the message we want to commu-
nicate to our elementary students about
science? How do we get them interested?’

A Chautauqua series offered a way to get
elementary kids excited about science
and use the work the AP students were
doing in their research papers.”

Brown, who studied and portrayed
astrophysicist and astronaut Sally Ride,
used a simple robotic arm as part of her
presentation. She says the elementary
students were enthusiastic: “It was an
opportunity for them to see doors that
would open for them when they get to
higher grade levels.”

The AP students have been enthusi-
astic as well. “In class we focus on the
concepts—like Newton’s laws—and on
applying those concepts,” Brown says.
“We don’t see the thought processes that
led to the concepts. This project not only
helps us learn how to write a research
paper, it helps us see how the scientists
used the scientific process and how they
arrived at their conclusions. That helps
us see how science has progressed.” Then
she adds, “And, the Chautauqua is a very
good public speaking experience. You
don’t get to do a lot of speeches in sci-
ence class.”

Harmon says that the project has been
empowering to her students, “It’s re-
warding to them to see that they can
make an impact on the younger kids. It
helps them gain confidence and know
they can make a difference.”

The interdisciplinary nature of the
project is one of its strengths, Harmon
adds, emphasizing that one of her main
concerns is that students be prepared for
what they will face in college. “Students
perform at many different levels, so it’s
important to help them see the connec-
tions between the disciplines. Just be-
cause a student is strong in math or
science doesn’t mean they are prepared
to write at the college level or that they
understand how they can affect other
people. I don’t just want students to get
in college. I want them to succeed and
to finish. We don’t want them quitting
college because they weren’t prepared.”

For Rockcastle County AP physics stu-
dents, preparation involves mastering
challenging physics content—and a
whole lot more.

The Science Chautauqua Series re-
ceives support from the Rockcastle
County Schools Basic Arts Program
(Coordinator, Allen Pensol) and the
School to Careers Service Learning
project. For more information contact
Stephanie Harmon: stephanie.harmon
@rockcastle.kyschools.us.

School Dist. of the City of Pontiac
v. Spellings was dismissed in a Michi-
gan district court in November 2005.
Plaintiff districts from three states, in-
cluding Rutland Northeast Supervisory
Union in rural Vermont, along with ten
NEA affiliate organizations claimed
that the federal education law clearly
says that it does not require states to
incur any costs for the Act not paid for
by the federal government.

The plaintiffs demonstrated in their
complaint that federal funding short-
falls have left states and districts re-
sponsible for millions of dollars in
costs for complying with the extensive
testing and reporting requirements
and for providing additional services
to students in schools not meeting the
NCLB standards, all while under
threat of losing all federal funding for
noncompliance.

Nationally, the federal funding gap
for NCLB is estimated at upwards of
$70 billion dollars, including the $14
billion gap for fiscal year 2008 result-
ing from the President’s veto of the
education appropriations bill.

Spellings has stated that all legal op-
tions will be explored, including a po-
tential appeal to the U.S. Supreme
Court. William Mathis, superintendent
of Rutland Northeast, says he is
“elated” at the suit’s potential to force
resolution to the enormous costs trans-
ferred to state and local governments.

Integrating Physics, Writing, Drama, and Outreach
in Rural Kentucky from page 1
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Rural Policy Matters is published monthly by the
Rural School and Community Trust. The Rural
Trust is the leading national nonprofit organiza-
tion addressing the crucial relationship between
good schools and thriving rural communities.
Working in some of the poorest, most challenging
rural places, the Rural Trust involves young
people in learning linked to their communities,
improves the quality of teaching and school lead-
ership, advocates for appropriate state educational
policies, and addresses the critical issue of fund-
ing for rural schools.

Comments, questions, and contributions for
Rural Policy Matters should be sent to:

Policy Program
Marty Strange, Director
18 Merchants Row
Randolph, VT 05060
Phone: (802) 728-5899
Fax: (802) 728-2011
E-mail: policy.program@ruraledu.org
http://www.ruraledu.org

National Office
1530 Wilson Blvd., Suite 240
Arlington, VA 22209
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This newsletter is available both electronically
and in print. If you’d prefer to receive it online,
please send a note with your e-mail address to:
rpm@ruraledu.org.

You may also correct your address on the label
above and fax this page to us at (703) 243-6035.
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A: North Dakota, Nebraska, Utah, Vermont,
Iowa, Rhode Island, Montana, Wisconsin,  Wyoming,

South Dakota, and Minnesota all have rural
graduation rates above 90%.

Rural families are more likely
to read to preschool-age children.

Percentage of households where a parent reads
to a preschool child (age 6 months to 22 months)
more than three times per week, by income level

Source: Grace, C., et al. (2006). Rural disparities in baseline data of the Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study: A chartbook. Rural Early Childhood Report No. 3. Starkville, MS:
National Center for Rural Early Childhood Learning Initiatives, Mississippi State
University Early Childhood Institute.
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