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Q: In how many states do racial and ethnic minority students comprise more than
one-third of the rural public school enrollment? Answer on page 4.
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Rural community leaders from across
America gathered in Washington, DC in
June for the second annual National Ru-
ral Assembly. Their goals were identify
critical needs and opportunities for ru-
ral communities, raise national aware-
ness concerning these pressing issues,
and urge policymakers to find solutions.

The Assembly broke into four groups
to consider education, healthcare, natural
resources, and investment in community.
Their key objective was to create a practi-
cal and achievable “first 100 days” agenda
for the new Administration and Congress.

The education group was facilitated
by Rachel Tompkins, President of the
Rural School and Community Trust, and
Francisco Guajardo from the University
of Texas Pan American and a Rural Trust
board member, developed two themes. It
concluded that the federal government
should reframe the accountability discus-
sion to support educational experiences

that connect students to place and
community, providing them economic
and vocational opportunities. It also
uarged policymakers to stop high-stakes
testing because it does not fix achieve-
ment gaps and pushes students, teach-
ers, and administrators out of schools.

The education group also recom-
mended:

• Make the Title I formula fair to low-
income rural districts;

• Offer forgiveable loans for teacher
preparation to those willing to work in
hard-to-staff rural places;

• Eliminate federal rules that force
small schools to close;

• Expand federal financial support for
post-secondary education for targeted
groups; and,

• Develop an investment strategy in
rural community education systems.

Rural School Innovation
Network Webinar
Series a Success

At least 124 participants from
dozens of states tuned in to three
inaugural Rural School Innovation
Network (RSIN) webinars in March,
April and May. An exact count is im-
possible because more than one per-
son can participate on each open
line. The topics covered were “Title
I Funding Formulas Issues Affecting
Rural Districts,” “Engaging Stu-
dents and Revitalizing Communities
through Place-based Learning,” and
“Connecting School and Commu-
nity: A Model for Rural School and
Community Improvement.”

Evaluation comments were en-
thusiastic and more webinars are
planned for the fall. These initial
webinars were free to all comers but

continued on page 2

National Rural Education Policy
Agenda Committees Tackle Issues

continued on page 2

Committees established to develop a
National Rural Education Policy Agenda
are hard at work tackling issues affect-
ing rural schools and the communities
they serve. And they want your help.

There are five committees, with broad
and sometimes overlapping jurisdiction
in a wide open process that invites any
rural American to participate. The com-
mittees are:

• Community Revitalization Commit-
tee, chaired by Dorothy Singleton, White
Hall, Arkansas

• Curriculum Committee, chaired by
Janeula Burt of Washington, DC

• Environment Committee, chaired
by Lavina Grandon, Everton, Arkansas

• School Finance Committee, chaired
by Heather Perry, Greenville, Maine

• Student Success Committee, chaired
by Sabrina Myers, Kendrick, Idaho

Meetings are by conference call; most
correspondence is by email. Those who
aren’t “on-line” will receive mailings the
old fashioned way. To join the process, con-
tact Kelly Brown at ruraltrust@verizon.net
or at Rural School and Community Trust,
18 Merchants Row, Randolph, VT 05060
and tell her which committee you would
like to join. Committee reports are due in
November. They will be discussed, modi-
fied, and voted on at the Rural Education
Working Group Meeting next spring (date
and location to be announced). RPM

Leaders Launch Rural America
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Comings and Goings at the Rural Trust
preeminent education broadcast jour-
nalists, best known for his documen-
taries produced through his own
non-profit corporation, Learning Mat-
ters, Inc., and for his reports on PBS’s
“The News Hour with Jim Lehrer.”

Leaving the Rural Trust Board after
completing the maximum years of ser-
vice are Lewis Donelson, a Memphis,
Tennessee attorney who has champi-
oned the cause of small, rural schools
in that state for many years, and Linda
Martin, former executive director of
Challenge West Virginia. RPM

Doug Christensen and John Merrow
have joined the Rural School and Com-
munity Trust Board of Trustees. Chris-
tensen, who served until recently as
Commissioner of Education in Ne-
braska, lead efforts in the Cornhusker
state to develop a teacher-led assess-
ment system that was classroom based
and designed to immediately benefit
teaching and learning. He has been a
national leader in efforts to rescue as-
sessment from the jaws of No Child Left
Behind’s obsession with standardized
testing. Merrow is one of the nation’s

If Everyone Graduated
A recent issue brief published by the

Alliance for Excellent Education, a Wash-
ington, DC based advocate for high
school reform, says that each year about
1.2 million youth fail to graduate on
schedule with their peers and enter a
world in which they are more likely to be
unemployed, will earn lower wages
(more than one-third less, on average),
will depend more on public assistance
and need more health care, are more
likely to go to jail, and probably won’t live
as long as those who do earn diplomas.

Overall, the Alliance reports, about
30% of students fail to graduate on
schedule, but for Hispanic and African
American students, it’s closer to half.
The higher the poverty rate in the school
the lower the graduation rate, with chil-
dren from low-income families six times
more likely to drop out than those from
high income families. Those who are
doing poorly academically are 20 times
more likely to drop out than top achiev-
ers. According to research cited in the
brief, if dropouts graduated they would
“earn higher wages and enjoy more

comfortable and secure lifestyles,” and
the nation could save up to $10.8 bil-
lion annually in public assistance and
generate tax revenue of $60,000 over the
lifetime of each dropout who graduated
instead.

We don’t dispute the central point of
this brief. Everyone would be better off
if more dropouts stayed in school and got
a quality education. It’s a worthy goal.
But the brief goes too far in arguing that
schools are entirely to blame for high
dropout rates, and it is too simplistic in
predicting the economic benefits of get-
ting to 100% graduation rates. Whether
a 40% increase in the number of gradu-
ates would grow the economy depends
on whether the economy could create
enough new jobs to absorb an expanded
workforce at that skill level. And the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that
none of the five fastest growing job cat-
egories—measured in both the annual
number of jobs created and the growth
rate—requires a high school diploma.
They either require only on-the-job train-
ing or college degrees. RPM

future webinars will be free only to members of RSIN. Non-
members may participate for a fee to be announced soon.
Watch RPM and the Rural Trust website (www.ruraledu.org)
for details. The Rural School Innovation Network is a Rural
Trust managed network of schools and districts striving for ex-
cellence in challenging circumstances by sharing innovations
and best practices and working to improve rural education
policy. Learn more at www.ruraledu.org. RPM

The committees will re-convene in early September to adopt
the complete document and roll-out a national communications
strategy. The objective is to ensure the recommendations are
prominently discussed during the final weeks of the 2008 election.

“It is no exaggeration to say the Rural Assembly made his-
tory,” said Rachel Tompkins. “It’s the first time a national fo-
rum has been created that will ensure candidates hear a strong
and unified voice representing rural places.” RPM

Rural School Innovation Network Webinar
Series a Success from page 1

Rural America Federal Action Agenda
from page 1

Skip This One
A new report by the Center for Educa-

tion Policy, a Washington, DC think tank,
surveys rural districts on the impact of No
Child Left Behind and reaches no eye
popping, jaw dropping conclusions. The
report used data from 349 districts re-
sponding to a survey, as well as results of
intensive interviews with leaders of eight
rural districts.

The survey responses indicate that ru-
ral districts feel their own district policies
and programs are more effective at im-
proving student achievement than NCLB.
Achievement gaps for disabled students
were reported by 68% of surveyed districts
and for low-income students by 50 percent
of surveyed districts. Achievement gaps for
minority groups and English Language
Learners were much less frequently re-
ported for rural districts surveyed than for
urban and suburban districts because
many rural districts have too few in these
subgroups to draw statistically valid com-
parisons of academic achievement. Most
surveyed districts reported that the highly
qualified teacher requirements of NCLB
had little or no impact on them.

The eight case study interviews indi-
cated rural districts use teacher recruit-
ment and retention strategies shaped by
their geographical and social environ-
ments, and that they attract teachers by
promoting the pleasures of rural lifestyle,
small classes, and strong community ties.
The interviews also revealed that these dis-
tricts have realigned their curriculum to
reflect test content and have “sharpened
their focus on individualized instruction.”

The districts involved in the case study
interviews were not very representative of
rural America. None of them is in a state
south of Missouri where the vast majority
of the nation’s low-wealth rural school dis-
tricts with large minority student popula-
tions are located. RPM
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RURAL SCHOOL FUNDING NEWS
Rural Trust Helps Lead National
School Funding Conference

School finance lawyers, advocates, and experts from 29
states and the District of Columbia met again in June for the
8th annual Quality Education Invitational Conference in Wash-
ington DC. Conference participants strategize and share in-
formation about the ongoing work in courts and elsewhere to
achieve adequacy and equity in education funding.

This year’s theme, “Exploring New Horizons for Equal Edu-
cational Opportunity,” reflects the evolution in the conference
over its eight-year history to include strategizing for success
on multiple fronts: policy development, political strategy, and
public engagement.

Rural School and Community Trust President Rachel
Tompkins opened the conference. In her welcome, she high-
lighted the work by rural people that has helped not only to
keep their “elbows on the table” in the school finance arena
but that offers an example of how to successfully build and
carry out a campaign that means real improvement for stu-
dents and communities.

South Carolina Rural Schools Have
Their Day in Court

In a dramatic and at times heated exchange, South Caro-
lina Supreme Court justices assured lawyers for plaintiff school
districts that they recognize the severe discrepancies in the
quality of education in poor and rural schools in the state.
“But what would you have us to do?” asked Chief Justice Jean
Toal.

Toal’s concern reflects a recent trend in some states’ high-
est courts to shirk their responsibility to determine whether
states are meeting their constitutionally imposed duties. At-
torneys from Nelson Mullins Riley and Scarborough, who have
worked pro bono (without pay) on the case, assured the South

Carolina court that they would be well within their authority
to declare the entire state education system unconstitutional
and to order the legislature to make it constitutional. Courts
in Nebraska, Oklahoma, and other states in the past year have
declared that the state legislature should make all decisions
regarding education. The most recent sister state decision,
however, in Indiana, said the courts had a role, too, and clearly
reasoned that interpreting the state constitutional education
clause is part of that role. Most state courts have reached the
same conclusion. Notably, Rural Trust co-authored a friend
of the court brief in Indiana that took just that position.

The South Carolina case, Abbeville v. State, was appealed
to the state Supreme Court after the trial judge measured
the evidence and found that the system is unconstitutional
only as to very young students living in poverty. The stan-
dard set by the state Supreme Court in the first Abbeville
decision in 1999 was that the state system must be “mini-
mally adequate.” This led Cooper to find that the old and di-
lapidated facilities, the lack of qualified teachers, and the other
problems in underfunded districts did not warrant court-or-
dered reform. Plaintiffs appealed on these issues, and the state
cross-appealed, saying that not only was it correct to find
that all was adequate in the districts, but that Cooper over-
stepped his judicial authority on the preschool ruling.

In a friend of the court amicus brief, the South Carolina
Rural Education Grassroots Group (SCREGG) and Rural Trust
urged the justices to consider the teacher quality problems
in rural schools severe enough to declare the entire system
unconstitutional since the state is not ensuring that every
student has the opportunity to learn without this most im-
portant input.

For more Rural School Funding News, be sure to check
out this month’s RSFN-Online Extras. There, you can read
more about these stories as well as developments in other
states. RPM

From What We Gather . . .
Mississippi headed right,
but a long way from home

Mississippi Superintendent of Educa-
tion, Dr. Hank M. Bounds, reports that
Mississippi high schools graduated 187
more students in 2007 than they did in
2006, but says the state is “still a long
way from where we need to be.” Bounds
says that the graduation rate for the class
of 2007 is 73.8 percent and the dropout
rate is 15.9 percent. For the previous
class, the graduation rate was 70.8 per-
cent and the dropout rate 17.6 percent.
These data are calculated using a method
that involves determining how many
first-time ninth graders graduate on
schedule four years later. Bounds points

out that this understates the problem
because almost 2,000 Mississippi stu-
dents leave school before they get to
ninth grade.

Maine Update
The Maine Coalition to Save Schools

continues to gather signatures on a pe-
tition seeking a citizen vote to repeal that
state’s school consolidation law. They
report nearly 51,000 of the more than
55,000 signatures they need to place the
measure on the ballot in November 2009.
Although all school districts are sup-
posed to have at least 2,500 students (or
as few as 1,000 if in a geographically iso-
lated area) by January 30, 2009, only a

few consolidation plans have won the
necessary approval of local voters. A cen-
tral hurdle in the plan to consolidate
Maine’s 280 districts into no more than
80 Regional School Units is that taxes
would go up in some towns and down in
others. Any town that fails to approve a
proposed consolidation plan kills the
plan. Many communities are considering
taking advantage of a so-called Alterna-
tive Organizational Structure authorized
by the legislature this year. Under an
AOS, the school districts remain sepa-
rate but are required to operate under a
single central administrative office and
they receive state aid in a lump sum, di-
viding it among themselves. They also
need to have a shared curriculum, the
same calendar, and similar school poli-
cies. The individual districts keep con-
trol of budget, facilities, and personnel.

http://www.ruraledu.org
http://www.ruraledu.org
http://www.ruraledu.org


Rural Policy Matters
18 Merchants Row
Randolph, VT 05060

Rural Policy Matters
August 2008 ISSN 1537-4696

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: National Rural Education Policy Agenda
Committees Tackle Issues

Nonprofit
Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Barre, VT

Permit No. 222

Answer: 12. Hawaii (78%), New Mexico (73%), Alaska
(55%), Arizona (53%, California (51%), Mississippi (44%),

South Carolina (43%), Texas (41%), Oklahoma (36%),
Louisiana (35%), North Carolina (34%), Georgia (34%).

Percentage of School Districts with
Students Enrolled in Technology-Based

Distance Learning, 2004–05
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Source: Technology-Based Distance Education Courses for Public Elementary and Secondary
Schools: 2002–03 and 2004–05. Washington, DC: National Center for Education
Statistics. http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2008/2008008.pdf
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