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Q: In which nine states are all members of the State Board of Education elected?
Answer on page 4.

continued on page 3

Rural Trust Launches School Network
The Rural School Innovation Network

(RSIN) is a new project of the Rural Trust
that brings together rural schools and
districts—especially those in the most
challenging circumstances—in a mutual
partnership to improve rural education.

“After 12 years of working with rural
citizens and educators to improve learn-
ing for rural children, we think we can
offer information, analysis, tools, and pro-
fessional development experiences that
will be of benefit especially in low-income
rural places,” explains Rural Trust Presi-
dent, Rachel Tompkins. “In addition, the
Rural School Innovation Network will
enable rural schools to share good ideas
and practices with each other.”

The Rural Trust launched the RSIN
in January. Members may join as indi-
viduals, schools, or districts.

RSIN services are focused in four ar-
eas: Connecting School and Community,
Policy and Advocacy, Professional Devel-
opment, and Mutual Self-Help. Members
receive information and publications, op-
portunities for technical assistance and

access to experts on rural education, sup-
port for advocacy on policy issues, and in-
sight and experience of peers in similar
situations. In addition, members receive
discounts on commissioned research and
certain institutes. For example, frequent
webinars—interactive online seminars—
address topics of unique concern to rural
districts and are free to RSIN members.

“We started the network because we
think that helping schools and communi-
ties work together for the betterment of
both has proven effective where it has been
given a chance to succeed,” says Marty
Strange, Policy Director for the Rural
Trust. “But none of the comprehensive
education reform strategies embrace this
idea and public policy actually discourages
it in most states. Moreover, we think many
of the best ideas for teaching and learning
are still being discovered in these schools
themselves, and that rural schools have a
lot to learn from each other.”

Edward Diden, Director of Schools in
Cannon County, Tennessee, explains why
his district is a Founding Member of the

RSIN, “Rural Trust broadens partner-
ships between schools, parents, families,
and communities.” He continues, “My
prior work with the Rural Trust is one of
the most fulfilling personal and profes-
sional experiences of my career. We [are]
joining the Rural School Innovation Net-
work and looking forward to this support
in building a stronger relationship be-
tween school improvement and commu-
nity engagement in our district.”

Jimmy Cunningham emphasizes ac-
cess to high-quality information that
schools can use to influence policy as
one reason for joining the network.
“Providing powerful information to our
communities and legislators is of ut-
most importance while advocating to
improve policies for rural schools,” he
writes. Cunningham is Superintendent
of Danville Public Schools in Arkansas
and is a Founding Member of RSIN.

“Rural schools and communities
around the country are learning how to
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Rural Policy Matters Is Expanding
print RPM will require an annual sub-
scription (12 issues) of $20. In order to
subscribe and continue receiving print
RPM, go to www.ruraledu.org/getrpm or
return the enclosed subscription form.

eRPM has all the great features of
print RPM plus expanded and updated
versions of print stories, links, and eRPM
Extras, which features additional stories,
breaking news, and Rural School Fund-
ing News-Extras. eRPM will remain a
free subscription that is delivered di-
rectly to your email address. Current
and archived versions of eRPM may be
downloaded free at www.ruraledu.org.

We are happy to announce exciting
changes to RPM, including a newly
revamped electronic version, eRPM,
and the addition of a new compo-
nent, RPM Premium Exclusives.

Below is a summary of the changes to
RPM. Keep your subscriptions up-to-date
by going to www.ruraledu.org/getrpm or
by returning the enclosed subscription
form.

Print RPM retains the same impor-
tant content to which you are accus-
tomed. Print RPM includes essential
information and analysis, Rural School
Funding News, and stories of rural edu-
cation advocates doing important and
inspirational work. Beginning in July,

April eRPM-Extras

> Expanded versions of stories
in print

> Nebraska May Abandon
Local Assessments

> RSFN-Extras

RPM Premium Exclusives

> Title I’s Small State Minimum

> State Updates

See article at left for details on
how you can get these features

at www.ruraledu.org.

http://www.ruraledu.org/getrpm
http://www.ruraledu.org
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get better together. Schools are be-
coming instruments of economic and
social change for communities, and
communities are becoming instru-
ments of academic change and suc-
cess for schools,” says Doris Williams,
Director of Capacity Building for the
Rural Trust.

“This kind of school-community
connection is especially important in
low-resource rural communities be-
cause it maximizes resources, in-
creases social capital, and engages
students in rigorous, relevant com-
munity-building and academic work.
RSIN is an exciting opportunity for
these communities to share what they
are learning and to learn from oth-
ers,” Williams concludes.

To learn more about RSIN, includ-
ing how to join, visit www.ruraledu.org
and click on the RSIN link. RPM

Rural Trust Launches
School Network
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Kansas Debates Cutting Funds
for High-Poverty Rural Districts

The Kansas Legislature continues to
wrangle over a provision in the state’s
school funding formula that sends
more money to districts with very high
poverty rates. It is largely an urban-
rural issue, not because there are not
high poverty districts in both locales,
but because some people think that if
it’s rural, poverty doesn’t matter.

The measure had its origin in a Syra-
cuse University study commissioned by
the state to estimate the cost of provid-
ing an adequate education in Kansas.
The study authors argued that the cost
of educating a poor child in a densely
populated, high poverty urban area is
higher than it is in a high poverty rural
area. The legislature didn’t buy that, but
two years ago agreed to increase fund-
ing for all districts where at least 40%
of the students qualify for free meals
(excluding those who qualify for re-
duced price meals). Even more money
was provided to districts with a free
meal rate of at least 50%. That helped a

lot of large urban districts. It also
helped about 40 smaller cities and ru-
ral districts.

Because a handful of midsized cities
did not quite make the cutoff for the
40% free rate, another category was
added: districts with at least 35.1% free
meal rate and at least 212.1 students
per square mile. So the argument that
“urban poverty hurts more” got life.

But some think that all the high-
poverty money should go to urban
areas. This year, a bill proposing a
graduated increase in aid for those with
between 40 and 49% free meal rates was
amended to increase the minimum eli-
gibility threshold to 45% for any district
that does not have 212.1 students per
square mile, and increase the funding
for those still eligible. That move would
have cut out 36 mostly rural districts.

The measure was defeated in the
House by a single vote and at press
time was still under debate in the
Senate. RPM

Eastern Kentucky University Establishes Education
Doctorate with Rural Focus

Eastern Kentucky University (EKU)
has established a new doctoral degree pro-
gram in Educational Leadership and
Policy Studies with an important—and
unusual—emphasis: preparing leaders
who understand public policy, bring a
multi-dimensional and multi-disciplinary
approach to long-standing educational
challenges, and possess a well-grounded
understanding of community, culture,
and sociology in rural schools, particu-
larly those in central Appalachia.

“The program is designed for people
who represent different entry points into
improving teaching and learning. It will
be a deliberate mix of people and inter-
ests,” says Jerry Johnson, Director of
Graduate Studies and Research Director
at EKU’s Center for Education Research
in Appalachia (CERA), which is a part-
ner in the new degree program. “The
common thread is people who are work-
ing on behalf of public education. So the
program will serve people who work in

public policy, higher education, and re-
search as well as school administrators
and educators.”

According to James Rinehart, Depart-
ment Chair, “This Ed.D. program en-
hances our ability to improve leadership
in the rural schools and communities of
this region, and, through improved lead-
ership, to improve educational outcomes
for students.” Rinehart further believes
that the program can become a model
for other universities—nationally and in-
ternationally—that serve rural places.

As part of its goal to prepare leaders
who are responsive to the communities
they serve, the program requires a six-
semester-hour concentration in rural
studies with a particular emphasis on Ap-
palachian Kentucky, along with relevant
educational, cultural and sociological
content embedded in other coursework.

Students will also participate in
practicums and partnerships with organ-
izations doing rural work in the region,

and the program will keep participants
connected with real schools. “School
practitioners will sit on every dissertation
committee,” explains Johnson. “That per-
son’s role is to ask, ‘So what? What differ-
ence does this make to schooling?’ ”

In addition, doctoral students and fac-
ulty in the Educational Leadership and
Policy Studies program will also work
through CERA to collaborate with
schools throughout Appalachian Ken-
tucky to conduct research on questions
important to those rural schools and to
the communities they serve.

For more information about EKU’s
doctoral degree program in Educational
Leadership and Policy Studies, contact
Jerry Johnson at 859-622-6678 or
jerry.johnson@eku.edu. For more in-
formation about EKU’s Center for
Educational Research in Appalachia,
contact Jack Herlihy at 859-622-1128
or jack.herlihy@eku.edu. RPM
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West Virginia Limits Elementary Bus Rides

You can save money and natural re-
sources by switching your subscription
to eRPM from print. If you already re-
ceive RPM electronically, your April
edition will include any instructions
necessary to keep your eRPM current.
To become a new eRPM subscriber—
or to switch to eRPM from print—go
to www.ruraledu.org/getrpm or return
the enclosed subscription form.

RPM Premium Exclusives is a
brand-new component of RPM. It in-
cludes special premium content that
will be of particular interest to school
staff, policy advocates, and people with
professional or academic interests in
rural schools. RPM Premium Exclusives

New Versions of RPM
from page 1

New Education Clause
Proposed in South Carolina

The ongoing effort to improve educa-
tional opportunity for all students in the
state is taking a new direction in South
Carolina. Last month, a bill was intro-
duced to amend the state constitution to
guarantee “a high quality education, al-
lowing each student to reach his highest
potential.” Currently, the constitution
guarantees “a system of free public
schools open to all children in the State.”
In 1999, the state supreme court inter-
preted that to mean “a minimally ad-
equate” education.

first filed in 1993, resulted in a trial court
decision that found that the state had
failed its constitutional duty specifically
in the area of early childhood education.
The resulting legislative response, a pilot
4-K (prekindergarten) program in some
of the plaintiff districts, has been hailed
as both a victory and a loss for poor and
rural students.

Rural advocates, including SCREGG
members, have been a major part of the
litigation and legislative processes and
have worked on a variety of fronts to in-
form public opinion about school finance
issues. These efforts include Corridor of
Shame, a documentary film about con-
ditions in the plaintiff schools, and a
follow-up photography exhibit and cam-
paign entitled, “What About Us?” In ad-
dition, rural advocates have helped plan
a march to the state capitol steps and two
town hall meetings to bring public at-
tention to the lawsuit.

The wording of education clauses in
state constitutions has been widely stud-
ied by historians and legal scholars, es-
pecially as advocates began to use those
clauses as a basis for school finance ad-
equacy lawsuits. Studies have noted that
although states often enact these
changes in response to litigation, there
is not a clear link between the phrase-
ology and the quality of education in
the state.

For more information about South
Carolina and school finance news
from other states, see eRPM at
www.ruraledu.org. RPM

The West Virginia legislature has
passed a law that places an absolute cap
on the length of time children in grades
preK through five may ride a bus to
school. HB 4406 requires school districts
to obtain a waiver from the State Board
of Education for any change to bus routes
or for a school consolidation that would
require any elementary student to ride a
bus more than 45 minutes each way. And,
the law limits bus rides for elementary
students to one hour each way, even with
a state waiver. The law goes into effect in
July and does not retroactively affect bus
rides already in place.

Mary Poling, Chair of the Education
Committee in the House of Delegates
supported the measure. “Research shows
that kids, especially young kids, are dra-
matically affected by their travel times to
school. We looked at existing bus routes
and determined that it is unreasonable to
expect young kids to deal with long bus
rides and reasonable to restrict long rides,
even in a rural state like West Virginia.
This is something we can do and it’s a
good move in protecting young children,”
she said.

Members of Challenge West Virginia
championed the bill and worked with

several key legislators prior to the start
of the 2008 session to develop the bill’s
language. Challenge member Misty Pritt
says, “Working with legislators ahead of
the session was key to getting this bill
passed.”

“We think this is an important step-
ping stone,” says Challenge’s Thomas
Ramey, adding, “long bus rides are a
form of child abuse because of the
damage they do to children and their
families.”

For more information see eRPM at
www.ruraledu.org. RPM

At the legislative subcommittee hear-
ing on the proposal, two dozen support-
ers spoke about the importance of the
change, including Benjamin Burison,
Chair of the South Carolina Rural Edu-
cation Grassroots Group (SCREGG). An
online petition drive is planned to sup-
port the legislative process. If the legis-
lature approves the measure, it will have
to pass a statewide referendum to be-
come law.

Burison’s district, Hampton Two, is
one of the plaintiffs in the Abbeville
school finance lawsuit against the state,
currently on appeal to the South Caro-
lina Supreme Court. The Abbeville case,

requires an annual subscription of $25
for 12 issues delivered to your email
address. RPM Premium Exclusives will
accompany eRPM and will also be avail-
able on the Rural Trust website as a free
introduction through June 2008. To
subscribe to RPM Premium Exclusives,
go to www.ruraledu.org/getrpm or re-
turn the enclosed subscription form.

RPM as a membership benefit of the
RSIN. All members of the Rural School
Innovation Network (RSIN) at the in-
dividual, school, or district levels will
receive both print RPM and RPM Pre-
mium Exclusives and do not need to
subscribe separately to RPM. For more
information about RSIN, including how
to join, go to www.ruraledu.org.

For more information email
editor@ruraledu.org. RPM
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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
Phone: (703) 243-1487
FAX: (703) 243-6035

This newsletter is available both electroni-
cally and in print. If you’d prefer to receive
it online, visit our subscription page at
www.ruraledu.org/getrpm.

You may also correct your address on the label
above and fax this page to us at (703) 243-6035.

Editor: Robin Lambert
Design: Gerry Cervenka, Editype

Printed on Recycled Paper

INSIDE: Rural Trust Launches School Network

Nonprofit
Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Barre, VT

Permit No. 222

Answer:  Alabama, Colorado, Hawaii, Kansas, Michigan,
Nebraska, Nevada, Texas and Utah

Rural school districts post highest proficiency scores
based on 2005 NCLB reporting

Data sources: Common Core of Data: SY 2004–05, National Center for Education
Statistics (www.nces.ed.gov/ccd/) Federal Education Budget Project, New America
Foundation (www.newamerica.net/education_budget_project/#example1-4)
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