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Q: What percentage of rural families live in poverty? Answer on page 4.
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2009 Rural Education Working Group: Make Your Plans
Mark your calendars and plan to participate in the 2009

national Rural Education Working Group (REWG) meeting
April 19–21 at the Kanuga Conference Center near Henderson-
ville, North Carolina.

“The main attribute of our REWG meeting is that practi-
tioners—grassroots citizens, community leaders, people who
care about education in small communities—are the ones who
participate. They tell their own success stories and describe
why they’re not as successful as they want to be. We don’t bring
in a lot of outside consultants. It’s the people in communities
who are doing the work who share and learn from each other.”

That is Frank Hendrick, a participant in the Connecting
School and Community project in Warren County, North
Carolina and in the North Carolina REWG state group. He’s
been active in efforts to provide academic and social enrich-
ment programs for local children and to find solutions to the
challenge of high teacher turnover in the district. (You can
read more about these efforts in eRPM at www.ruraledu.org.)

The Rural Education Working Group is a gathering of people
from around the country who are advocates for their rural

A Win for Everyone
Arkansas’s Teacher Housing Incentives Help Schools Keep Teachers,
Help Teachers Grow Investments, and Help Communities Build Wealth

Recruiting teachers is no small chal-
lenge for many rural schools especially
those in communities where many
people struggle economically.

But an unusual—and surprisingly
simple—program in Arkansas is making
a difference.

“Our agency, the Arkansas Teacher
Housing Development Foundation, of-
fers housing incentives to recruit and
retain quality teachers in high priority
school districts and to strengthen local
economies,” says Melanie Yelder, the
Foundation’s Director.

Here’s how the program works. Teach-
ers with three years of teaching experi-
ence, administrator recommendations,
and a letter of employment from a high
priority school district may apply to the
Foundation for rental assistance or up
to $10,000 in forgivable loan toward the
purchase of a house.

High priority districts have critical
teacher shortages or trouble recruiting
and retaining teachers and 50% or
more of students scoring below profi-
cient on state bench-mark exams. Many
of the districts have trouble matching
salary rates of wealthier districts, so the
program can provide a helpful financial
boost to teachers.

There are some restrictions, however.
The teacher must have the recommen-
dation of an administrator, and the house
or rental unit must be located within 30
miles of a high priority district. “Many
of Arkansas’s high priority districts are
located close to other high priority dis-
tricts, so the teachers have some flexibil-
ity,” Yelder says.

Home Ownership and Rental
Programs

“Our loan program differs from simi-
lar teacher homeownership assistance
programs in that the loan is not limited
to the minimum costs needed to secure
the loan but is based on the purchase
price of the house. Teachers can get up
to 10% of the purchase price through the
program. That helps the teacher build
wealth through home equity more
quickly,” explains Yelder.

It also helps strengthen the teacher’s
ties to the community and helps build
the community’s property wealth. And,
because the program works through
local realtors and banks, it turns over
cash within the communities.

“This is a demand-side program. It
helps leverage programs and opportunities

that are already out there,” Yelder says.
“Often in rural districts, teachers exceed
prescribed minimum salaries for federally
funded home purchase and/or rental assis-
tance. This trend presented an opportunity
for our agency to step in and fill that gap by
offering an incentive that is not based on
income but is based on service to our
schools.”

The rental program provides up to
$2,000 per year, reimbursed in quarterly
installments, toward rental housing. “We
know that in rural areas rental agree-
ments may not involve a traditional
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Giving with One Hand, Taking
Away with the Other

Pennsylvania recently enacted sub-
stantial changes in its school funding
formula. The new formula contains a
poverty adjustment that adds state aid
to districts in proportion to the per-
centage of students eligible for feder-
ally subsidized meals. It also provides
extra funding for students learning
English and for school size, with a net
result that all districts receive a fund-
ing increase.

funding to high-wealth districts where
professional salaries and housing costs
are high. High-poverty districts receive
more money under the new formula, but
most receive much less than they would
without the LCM adjustment.

The full report provides examples
from Pennsylvania and includes a pithy
analysis of overall challenges in calcu-
lating the costs of providing educational
services in rural and high-poverty dis-
tricts. The report, “Effect of Location
Cost Metric on Distribution of Funding
Under the Pennsylvania School Funding
Formula” is available at the Rural Trust
website at www.ruraledu.org. RPM
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lease,” says Yelder, “so landlords can
sign an affidavit with proof of rental
payment.” Several renters have be-
come home owners through the
program.

Making the Program Work
Since the program began in Octo-

ber 2007, the Foundation has awarded
50 teachers some type of housing as-
sistance. So far all the awards have
gone to teachers in rural districts al-
though teachers in high priority ur-
ban districts are also eligible for the
program.

The Foundation has not done
much formal publicity because word-
of-mouth advertising has been so
strong. “It’s a very simple and uniform
application,” Yelder says. “That has a
lot of appeal to teachers and makes the
process transparent to everyone.”

Teachers are not eligible for the
program until they have successfully
finished three years of teaching. “We
want people who can make a differ-
ence for kids in these schools,” says
Yelder.

Many of the teachers who apply for
the program are already working in
or near a high priority district. “We
don’t try to recruit people who have
no interest in being in these districts.
We focus on people who want to be
there, who have reasons to teach in
these schools,” Yelder says. “So, let’s
beef up those reasons.”

For more information, visit
www.housing4teachers.arkansas.
gov/related_info.html. RPM

Bailout Bill Renews Secure Rural Schools Act
The federal bailout bill for the banking

industry also renews the Secure Rural
Schools and Community Self-Determi-
nation Act. The Act provides funding to
many counties and school districts with
national forests, which cannot be taxed to
generate local revenue for schools and
other essential services. The Act was ini-
tially passed in 2000. But earlier renewal

efforts failed and year-to-year appropria-
tions expired September 30 with the end
of the federal fiscal year.

The four-year, $3.3 billion extension
will reach some 700 counties and
4,400 school districts in 39 states.
Oregon is the largest recipient, fol-
lowed by California, Washington,
Idaho, and Montana. RPM

In addition, the formula includes a “lo-
cation cost metric.” The so-called LCM
adjusts the state allocation based on the
costs of hiring comparably educated non-
teaching professionals in the same loca-
tion and the cost of living in that location,
especially the cost of renting a house.

An analysis by the Rural Trust finds
that the LCM tends to offset much of the
poverty allocation to many high-poverty
or remote districts and to increase overall
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communities and schools. It is sponsored
by the Rural Trust. Much of the emphasis
is on citizens’ efforts to address policy is-
sues that affect rural children. In recent
years, REWG has included sessions on
school funding, unproductive or unfair
school disciplinary practices, state and
community organizing, school and dis-
trict consolidation, teacher recruitment,
No Child Left Behind, and place-based
curriculum and learning opportunities.
The 2008 REWG will be hosted by the
North Carolina REWG state group.

“There is congruence between poverty
levels and the number of rural schools.
Rural schools are way behind in receiv-
ing the resources they need,” Hendrick
says. “REWG helps strengthen linkages
between community people working on
these issues and public policy leaders.”

In response to a shared interest in
improving public policy, 2007 REWG par-
ticipants are helping to form a National
Rural Education Policy Agenda. “We
need to put more emphasis on public
policy,” says Hendrick. “There needs to
be an effort equivalent to that in urban

settings so that rural schools get the at-
tention and resources they need.”

During the 2007 REWG meeting, par-
ticipants identified five big issues in ru-
ral communities and schools and formed
working committees to develop policy
recommendations related to these issues.
The Committees are Community Revi-
talization, Student Success, School Fi-
nance, Curriculum, and Environment.
As a result of working in “virtual” meet-
ings, each committee will bring a report
with perspective and recommendations
to the 2008 REWG meeting. Participants
will finalize the reports and Rural Trust
will publicize them.

Many past REWG participants say the
meeting is one of the most inspiring and
useful they have ever attended. The North
Carolina state group is looking forward
to hosting the 2009 meeting and wel-
comes individuals and groups who are
working on education issues in their ru-
ral communities.

The 2009 REWG national meeting will
be held at the Kanuga Conference Cen-
ter, located just off I-26 near Henderson-
ville in the mountains of western North
Carolina. It is a convenient drive from
airports in Asheville, North Carolina and
Greenville, South Carolina. RPM
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Maine’s Struggle with Consolidation Law Continues

Wide-Ranging
Developments in Arizona

Developments in Arizona could
mean major policy changes for rural
schools.

Consolidation: A consolidation plan
presented to the legislature by the School
Redistricting Commission proposes to
consolidate 76 districts that have only
elementary or high school grades into 27
districts with all grades. Voters in the af-
fected districts will approve or reject the
plan this month. Predictably, supporters
tout cost-savings and curriculum align-
ment, while opponents question those
savings and point to K–12 curriculum
alignment already underway.

Graduation Exam: The state has
won a class action lawsuit that chal-
lenged the high school graduation test,
Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Stan-
dards (AIMS). A trial court ruled in
Espinoza v. Arizona State Board of
Education that the plaintiffs had not
met their burden of proof. Changes,
however, could be in the works as a
state task force considers testing alter-
natives to AIMS. Students are currently
allowed to supplement their AIMS
scores with points for good grades.

English Language Learners (ELL):
The state is seeking the U.S. Supreme
Court’s assistance in ending the long
running Flores case. Kenneth Starr,

now in private practice, filed a petition
with the Court to end the jurisdiction of
the federal district court judge in the
case, stating that control over ELL pro-
grams should be returned to state edu-
cation officials. The judge has repeatedly
found Arizona’s ELL funding and pro-
grams lacking, and the Ninth Circuit has
upheld his rulings. Currently, Arizona’s
ELL students are pulled from regular
classes for instruction in English lan-
guage and grammar four hours each day,
an approach widely criticized by experts.

Georgia Governor Wants
Lawsuit Participation
Blocked

Taking a cue from South Dakota,
Georgia Governor Sonny Purdue has
asked the state Attorney General for an
opinion on whether school districts can
spend tax money on the school funding
lawsuit. State schools superintendent
Kathy Cox warned districts against pay-
ing dues to the Consortium for Adequate
School Funding (CASFG). CASFG with-
drew its school finance lawsuit when, a
month before trial, a new judge with no
knowledge of the case was assigned to
hear it.

CASFG is expected to re-file its case.
Its lawyers claim there is no precedent
for finding that districts’ membership
fees are illegal.

Minnesota Districts
Seeking Local Funding

More that 40 Minnesota districts,
most of them small and rural, have
school funding questions on the ballots
this month. Declining enrollments and
shrinking state funding have left districts
scrambling to resolve budget issues.
Many have responded by eliminating
teaching positions, shortening the
school week, or cutting funding for ath-
letics. Across the state districts are seek-
ing operating levies for expenses such as
staff salaries and heating and bond levies
for facilities and other capital projects.

New Mexico Group
Advocates Smaller Schools

Think New Mexico, a nonpartisan
policy organization, recently released a
report, “Small Schools: Tackling the
Dropout Crisis While Saving Taxpayer
Dollars.” The report advocates limiting
enrollment to 225 students per grade
in high schools, 120 students per grade
in middle schools, and 60 students per
grade in elementary schools. The or-
ganization plans to propose legislation
to cap enrollment levels and require
larger schools to establish “smaller
learning communities.”

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

The Maine Coalition to Save Schools
filed a citizen initiated petition to repeal
the state’s school consolidation law in
October. According to a press release, the
group collected 61,142 certified signa-
tures, over 6,000 more than the law re-
quires, to put a repeal measure to a
statewide vote. The group hopes, how-
ever, that the state legislature will not
wait for the ballot referendum and will
use the petition as incentive to repeal the
law in its next session.

The state’s consolidation law enacted
in 2007 required all districts with fewer
than 2,500 student to choose other dis-
tricts with which to merge.

But in the face of widespread opposi-
tion, legal confusion, inability of districts

to agree on merger plans, and refusal of
voters to approve local consolidations,
almost no districts met the state-set con-
solidation deadline.

This year the legislature altered the
law to allow districts to submit an Alter-
native Organization Structure (AOS).

The AOS is an option for school dis-
tricts that, according to the Maine De-
partment of Education website, “agree to
function as a single school system that
reports a single budget to the Depart-
ment of Education, receives a single sub-
sidy check, and has a common core
curriculum and procedures for standard-
ized testing and assessment.”

Member districts keep local school
boards and make local hiring decisions.

Significantly, an AOS does not require
local voter approval.

But in many places forced consolida-
tion is still required by law, and local
opposition continues to plague and dis-
rupt many rural schools.

University of Maine education pro-
fessor Gordon Donaldson has written
an analysis of the consolidation debacle
in Maine. Among other things he says
the law requires “too much to do, too
little time (and expertise) to do it,” and
that the “benefits are unclear or non-
existent.”

Read more in eRPM. Read Dr.
Donaldson’s report at http://mdischools.
net/20080821_Donaldson_WhereNext.
htm. RPM
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A: 13.1%. Nationally, 12.6% of American families have
income levels below the federal poverty line.

Percent Public Schools Offering
Distance Learning Courses
Course/s taught primarily via television, satellite,

internet, or e-mail
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