
“Rural is the forgotten,” Blue says.
“Rural communities and people have to
struggle. Money—including government
money—is put in larger areas, and rural
places have to struggle for financing,
housing, education.”

The technology centers are one an-
swer to that challenge. “Community
people and parents are very interested in
helping kids,” Blue says.

The group has already received a do-
nation of 500 computers and employed
Project Manager Danette Fox.

“Technology exposes youth to the
world,” Blue says. “The centers offer tools
to help bring up the educational status
of our kids and help them get prepared
for the high school exit exam, college
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Q: In what twelve states do more than 90% of rural adults hold high school diplomas?
Answer on page 4.

continued on page 2

Bringing Technology to Rural Georgia
Barbara Blue has a big goal.
She wants to bring broadband access

to remote rural areas in central Georgia.
That’s not her only goal. It’s just the

one that’s taking most of her time right
now.

Blue, who lives in Schley County,
Georgia, is CEO of Central Georgia De-
velopment Corporation, Inc. (CGDC), a
non-profit organization she helped co-
found in 2004.

CGDC is partnering with schools,
businesses, churches, day care centers,
and other groups in ten communities to
set up technology centers where K–12
students and other local residents can
access all kinds of technology and other
hands-on and life skills. Hundreds of
community people are involved in plan-
ning and setting up the centers.

Untangling the Fuel Budget Mess
With much higher motor fuel costs,

schools nationwide face huge increases
in the cost of operating transportation
services. For example, Oklahoma’s state
Department of Education estimates fuel
costs for school buses this year will be
$58 million, more than double the state
funding for all transportation costs.

Among states that provide transpor-
tation subsidies, most have failed to keep
up with actual costs. Texas, for example,
has not increased the transportation sub-
sidy since 1984 and paid, in 2006–07,  less
than a third of the $990 million tab.

What are rural schools doing to deal
with these realties? Here is a sample list
gleaned from reports around the country:

• Reduce bus idling time. Twenty
fewer minutes of idling a day can save 30
gallons of fuel for each bus.

• Cut back on classroom and co-
curricular trips.

• Curtail “late” bus routes for after-
school activities

• Take money from reserves or shift
money from other discretionary uses.

• Defer maintenance of buildings, fa-
cilities, and sometimes buses.

• Shorten bus routes and require stu-
dents to find their own way to the new
bus stops.

• Eliminate bus service entirely where
state law does not require it.

• Charge families a fee to use the bus.
• Adopt a 4-day school week.
What might be some of the conse-

quences of these moves? Guess along
with us.

Lower attendance and higher drop-
out rates: Eliminating or shortening bus
routes or increasing parental cost of get-
ting kids to schools may lower atten-
dance rates and increase dropout rates,
especially among low-income families

continued on page 3
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and where kids live a long way from
school.

Lower achievement: Districts that
eliminate late bus routes will probably see
reduced participation in co-curricular

Rural Trust
Announces Search
for New President

The Rural School and Community
Trust is seeking an energetic execu-
tive as its new President. Rachel
Tompkins, longtime leader and ad-
vocate, is retiring June 2009.

Reporting to the Board of Trust-
ees, the President serves as lead
spokesperson for the organization
and works externally to develop rela-
tionships with diverse stakeholders,
including partnering organizations,
funders, and the general public.

Closing date is October 31, 2008.
For more details visit the Rural Trust
website at www.ruraledu.org. RPM
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Working Together to Stay Small,
Get More Efficient

entrance exams, and the state’s end-of-
course tests. They offer tutoring and
other enrichment activities. Some of
the centers have cybercams for distance
learning classes. One center is working
with young people to teach them con-
struction skills.”

And the technology centers are not
just for kids. They are open to the en-
tire community and will offer credit
classes for adults, classes to help first-
time home buyers or people who want
to build their credit, for example. “It’s
about the skills that take you through
life,” Blue explains.

Child Advocacy and Public
Involvement

“I have always been an advocate for
children,” Blue says. “I work with par-
ents and the school and the court sys-
tem. We try to work with struggling
kids and their parents to keep kids from
getting kicked out of school or referred
to juvenile justice.”

Over the years, Blue has helped pull
together public forums “to help bridge
the gap between school, parent, and
child.”

Those efforts have paid off in more
understanding and cooperation be-
tween parents and the school. “The
school has done a lot of changing,” she
says. “Now they have tutorials and sum-
mer programs and kids can get extra
help before and after school.”

The idea for the technology centers
began to take shape as CGCD sponsored
hundreds of public opportunities for
citizens and local officials to talk about
what they wanted. “We want to work
hand-in-hand to improve student learn-
ing,” Blue says. “When people see one
person stepping out and being success-
ful, it’s contagious.”

“In a small community,” she adds,
“Whatever happens to one person di-
rectly or indirectly affects you. We have
to invest in the children, invest in their
lives so they can deposit something in
someone else’s life.”

Read more about the activities of
CGCD and view its brochure in eRPM
at www.ruraledu.org. RPM

Can the operating costs of small
schools be reduced—not by making
them big through consolidation—but by
inter-local cooperation among small
schools and districts? The Western Maine
Educational Collaborative (WMEC) says
so, and it’s proving it.

Operating efficiently makes sense
from an economic point of view. But it is
important for other reasons as well. In-
efficiency is one of the more subtle
sources of educational inequity. A stu-
dent attending a school that wastes
money receives less educational value
than a student attending a school that
uses the same amount of money more
effectively.

States officials often try to expand that
little piece of truth into an argument that
inefficiency, rather than school funding
shortfalls or inequity, is the real problem.

We don’t buy that argument, but the
fact remains that inefficiency is the en-
emy of equity.

And for all their academic advantages
(and all the evidence that consolidation
rarely reduces overall costs), rural
schools face some economic disadvan-
tages associated with small scale and ru-
ral location. Finding ways to overcome
them is a matter of equity and necessity.

Collaborating to Save
and Improve

That was a main goal when WMEC
formed in 2006. It involves 10 districts
serving 12,000 students in 43 schools
sprawled across four counties. WMEC’s
goal is “improving student performance
by working together to ensure effective
and efficient use of resources” and mem-
bers collaborate on a variety of programs
and services.

WMEC Executive Director, Mona
Baker, says the Collaborative enables ru-
ral districts to consolidate their efforts
and retain their governance and institu-
tions. “It’s all about increased commu-
nication between and among districts
and considering together how we can do
things cheaper and smarter.”

Members participate in joint purchas-
ing arrangements for things like diesel fuel
and milk as well as programs for profes-
sional and staff development. Importantly,
they also coordinate joint arrangements

for shared administrative personnel, in-
cluding superintendents and directors of
building maintenance, transportation ser-
vices, adult education, and food services.
Some members are using distance learn-
ing technologies to share faculty for high-
cost, low-demand courses, like Advanced
Topics in Chemistry.

These arrangements have saved the
districts hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars—$300,000 over the last two years
on a reading initiative alone, according
to Baker—and enabled them to improve
their offerings.

Keeping it Place-Specific
The effort is successful, not because

member districts are similar—they are
not, but because they share a commit-
ment to core values and they maintain
autonomy in implementation.

“There are these ten districts. They opt
in or opt out of specific collaborations
based on what meets their local needs,”

says Baker. “It’s not a lockstep thing
where everyone has to do the same
thing.”

WMEC is a separate non-profit corpo-
ration financed by an inter-local agree-
ment among the member districts.
Districts pay $4.00 this year per student,
plus fees, where applicable, for certain
services that the local district opts into.
WMEC is governed by the members who
meet at least five times a year to discuss
needs and make plans.

Across the country there are spirited
efforts to break large urban schools into
smaller learning communities in order
to fabricate the advantages of smallness.
Ironically, there are also spirited efforts
to consolidate small rural schools in
many states because they are considered
inefficient. Instead, it makes more sense
to help small schools fabricate economies
of scale without sacrificing the real ad-
vantages of smallness. WMEC is one
model for doing so.

To view the WMEC brochure and see
a list of WMEC Collaborative Initiatives
and their cost savings, visit eRPM at
www.ruraledu.org. Learn more about
WMEC at www.wmecinc.org. RPM

Bringing Technology
to Rural Georgia
from page 1

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


www.ruraledu.org Rural Policy Matters, September 2008 3

RURAL SCHOOL FUNDING NEWS

activities; participation is associated with
higher achievement. Schools that cut
back on field trips will impoverish the
curriculum.

Higher long-term costs and fiscal
distress: Deferring maintenance on any-
thing is bad business. It increases capi-
tal costs in the long run and increases
risk of dangerous conditions. Spending
money from reserves or discretionary
accounts weakens the school and may
risk fiscal distress or state sanctions.

More student injuries and deaths:
Eliminating bus service means that more
kids will drive or ride to school in pri-
vate vehicles and catastrophic accidents
are almost certain to rise.

The National Research Council of the
National Academy of Sciences reports
that only about two percent of the ap-
proximately 800 kids killed annually by
motor vehicles during school hours are
killed in accidents involving a school bus.
Over half are involved in passenger ve-
hicle accidents involving a teenage driver.

Unknown outcomes of 4-day school
weeks: Most schools that adopt a 4-day
school week close entirely on the fifth
academic day in an attempt to reduce
costs for buses, utilities, and food service.
But no one knows for sure what the ef-
fect is on student achievement.

We do know that longer in-school
hours will mean rural kids who live in
sparsely populated areas or attend
highly-consolidated schools will face
much longer days. Many of these kids get
on the bus before 6:00 a.m. and return
after 5:00 p.m. Longer days will worsen
the challenges they face in participating
in homework-heavy academic classes and
co-curricular activities.

Rural parents may be forced to leave
their children unattended on the fifth day
of the week, a particular problem because
rural communities typically have fewer
child care options than urban areas. And
reducing the wages of local bus drivers,
lunchroom workers, and other hourly
employees can affect the community’s
overall well-being.

One thing is certain: The strains of
dealing with rising fuel costs fall dispro-
portionately on rural schools. Without as-
sistance many are forced to make choices
that harm students and communities.

See eRPM at www.ruraledu.org for
links related to this story. RPM

Louisiana Allocates
Funding for Rural Teacher
Salaries

The Louisiana legislature has allo-
cated $10 million to help rural districts
fill hard-to-staff positions. The Depart-
ment of Education will develop eligibil-
ity guidelines and districts must apply
for the funding. Because of funding re-
strictions, teacher salaries in many ru-
ral Louisiana districts are thousands of
dollars less than neighboring districts.
Rural education leaders cite these salary
differences as a major barrier to attract-
ing highly-qualified teachers.

Federal Courts Rule
on English Language
Instruction

English Language Learners (ELL)
will be in separate classrooms in Ari-
zona for four hours a day under a new

plan devised by a legislatively created
task force on ELL instruction. Some
school officials and student advocates
voice concern that the plan is a viola-
tion of long-standing court decisions
barring segregation of ELL students
and suggest that most ELL high school
students will not be able to graduate in
four years because they will miss re-
quired credits.

In Texas, U.S. District Judge William
Wayne Justice has ruled, on the basis
of test scores and dropout rates, that
Texas has not properly educated junior
and senior high school ELL students.
He has ordered the state to come up
with a new plan by January 31, 2009
that includes remediation and in-
creased monitoring of student progress.

For links and additional news about
these and other stories, see RSFN-Extras
in eRPM at www.ruraledu.org. RPM

The Fuel Budget Mess
from page 1

Oklahomans have launched a peti-
tion drive to place a constitutional
amendment on the ballot that would
require the state to provide schools
with per pupil funding at the average
level of neighboring states. The mea-
sure would force the state to increase
spending from about $6,900 per stu-
dent now to about $8,300. It would
cost about $850 million and would be
implemented over a three year period.
The drive is led by the Oklahoma
Education Association (OEA), the
state teacher union, and is endorsed
by several other state education
groups.

Dubbed “Helping Oklahoma Public
Education,” or HOPE, the drive is a re-
sponse to the legislature’s failure to in-
crease education funding this year.
Instead, the legislature approved tax
cuts costing an estimated $548 million
this year and last year cut taxes by $455
million. Also, last year the State Su-
preme Court dismissed as a political
question an adequacy funding lawsuit
brought by OEA.

According to Why Rural Matters
2007, Oklahoma ranks last among
states in the amount spent on instruc-
tion in its rural schools, and fourth
from last on the amount spent on ru-
ral teacher salaries.

Supporters hope to gather 200,000
signatures by November to get the mea-
sure on the ballot.

Opponents of the amendment warn
that mandated spending on education
would divert funding from roads, bridges
and other basic services, force tax in-
creases, or prompt rural school or dis-
trict consolidation. Current Oklahoma
law requires that local residents approve
consolidation or annexation, a move less
likely to happen if rural districts receive
funding increases. The ballot measure
does not change that aspect of the law.

The Organization for Rural Okla-
homa Schools, a longtime opponent of
school consolidation, is among many
Oklahoma organizations that have en-
dorsed the petition drive.

See eRPM at www.ruraledu.org for
more information and news links. RPM

Funding Amendment Drive
in Oklahoma
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A: Connecticut (93.1%), Hawaii (92.5%),
Massachusetts (92.3%), Wyoming (92.2%), Colorado

(91.4%); New Jersey (91.1%); Montana (90.8%); Nebraska
(90.3%); New Hampshire (90.3%); Nevada (90.2%);

Rhode Island (90.2%); Alaska (90.1%).
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2008). Career and Technical Education in
the United States: 1990–2005. Available: http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/
pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2008035.
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