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Question:  Which five states have the least inequality in per pupil school funding
among rural districts?  Answer on page 4.

continued on page 2

Searching for Hamlet:
To be or not to be for rural education

Commentary by Marty Strange
and Robin Lambert

President Barack Obama is sending
cabinet members in groups of two to five
on a “Rural Tour” in July and August to
discuss how communities, states, and the
federal government can work together to
strengthen rural America. It is not clear
at this writing how these discussions will
be structured, but we hope that the tour
is focused on listening to rural people.

And we hope that it will be designed
to do more than just get people to de-
scribe rural problems, which to be sure
are many and varied. If it is really seri-
ous, the tour will inform senior officials
about the roots of those problems, draw
out the ideas of rural people, seek out
approaches that are already working, rec-
ognize good things that are part of rural
life and rural places, and bring rural
people into the process of shaping a com-
prehensive national policy agenda that
will value and sustain rural places and
people.

The tour includes nine stops, each one
devoted to a single issue or a group of
related issues.

The Rural Tour’s Education
Stop

The session focused on rural educa-
tion will be on August 17 in Hamlet,
North Carolina where Education Secre-
tary Arne Duncan will join Secretary of
Agriculture Tom Vilsack, who is the only
secretary who will be at all nine stops.

Hamlet is in the Richmond County
School District, which enrolls about
8,000 students, 40% of whom are Afri-
can American. Nearly two-thirds of stu-
dents are income-eligible for federally
subsidized meals. The district ranks
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among the poorest 6% of rural and small
town districts in the country based on
the number of children who are Title I
eligible. Reading and math scores are
among the lowest in the state. The
county graduates only 65.1% of its stu-
dents, and the district is one of nine in
North Carolina to be in its fifth year on
the NCLB school improvement list.

Hamlet could provide the background
for an earnest discussion of turning
around “failing” schools, a popular theme
with Secretary Duncan.

But only if the Secretary will listen
rather that preach two of his favorite turn-
around solutions: charter schools and pay-
ing teachers according to the test scores
of their students (performance-pay).

Both ideas have their critics. As “solu-
tions,” charters and performance-pay
rest heavily on ideas like “competition”
and “choice” and “incentive.” These ideo-
logically freighted business models are
not well suited to rural education. How
does one reliably rate the performance of
a teacher who teaches five different math
courses? What does incentive mean when
the next district over already pays teach-
ers $10,000 more? And, what difference

does competition make if the closest
school is forty miles away?

Real Challenges, Different
Circumstances

What matters a lot more is whether
rural schools have the fiscal capacity to
meet the challenges before them. In state
after state, fiscal chaos reigns and when
budget cutters turn to education, they
usually cut first where the opposition is
weakest, the damage most dispersed, and
the victims most invisible. That usually
means rural schools in high poverty areas.

When states cut aid to local school dis-
tricts, wealthy districts often replace the
lost revenue with increases in local taxes,
usually property taxes. Property-poor dis-
tricts can’t do that very effectively. Even
large increases in tax rates raise relatively
little money on a per-pupil basis.

Charters and performance-pay don’t
make the rural situation better; they
make it worse. When students transfer
to charters, they usually take state, fed-
eral, and sometimes local aid with
them, leaving the regular school with
the same sagging fiscal and physical in-
frastructure but even fewer resources.
And performance-pay only encourages
rural teachers—who earn less at all
levels of experience and performance
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than other teachers—to seek more
gainful employment in less stressful
circumstances.

These funding matters are state
policy issues. But the federal govern-
ment treats rural districts no better.

Federal Policy
The major federal support for local

school districts is Title I of the Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act,
which provides federal funds to help
schools overcome the negative impact
of poverty on student achievement.

Title I formula uses a weighting sys-
tem that artificially inflates the count
of students eligible for the funding in
large districts and shifts money from
smaller districts, often with higher pov-
erty rates, to larger districts, even those
with lower poverty rates.

White House Rural Education
Meeting Identifies Key Topics

Rural Trust Board member Francisco
Guajardo was one of a number of repre-
sentatives from more than 20 rural and
education organizations that met to dis-
cuss rural education concerns with
members of the Obama administration.

Guajardo says that participants
seemed happy to be there and glad the
administration was seeking out their
expertise.

The group identified 13 topics of con-
cern and made recommendations in each
area.

We summarize the topics here. You
can read the full two-page document
produced in the meeting in eRPM at
www.ruraledu.org.

Create an Office of Rural Education
within the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion to make sure the needs of rural
school districts are met when policy de-
cisions are made at the Department.

Make major investments in rural edu-
cation research to understand such top-
ics as rural teacher recruitment, school
financing, and demographic transforma-
tions, among others.

Create mechanisms to disseminate
rural best practices and communicate
successful programs.

FY 2010 Budget Request moves away
from formula grants to competitive
grants, which hurts rural and small dis-
tricts that do not have the administra-
tive capacity to apply and compete.

Title I Formula hurts small and ru-
ral districts because it targets dollars to
large numbers rather than large percent-
ages of low-income students, an inequal-
ity that should be corrected. Lack of Title
I funding in rural schools also creates
barriers to meeting family engagement
and parental involvement provisions of
federal law.

Recruitment and retention of quali-
fied teachers is an ongoing challenge
to rural districts and tribal communi-
ties and recruitment incentives and
“grow your own” strategies should be
explored.

The testing/AYP provision of NCLB
encourages schools to teach for test
preparation and should be reviewed for
reauthorization of the law.

School facilities remains a problem
in rural areas because of limited bond-
ing authority that prevents rural districts
from renovating or building facilities. A
revolving education facility loan program
should be explored.

Strengthen and support the govern-
ment’s federal trust responsibility to-
ward the education of Native students.

Improve the access of rural school
districts to other federal categorical pro-
grams by making it easier for rural dis-
tricts to apply for and integrate various
federal categorical programs based on
local need.

Shore up non-profits that use both
governmental and non-governmental
funding so they can better serve rural
areas.

Provide Administration support for
rural schools including bringing rural
educators into positions at the Depart-
ment.

Oversample rural in NAEP, similar to
the current urban oversample, so that
more detailed analysis can be made of
rural data.

Guajardo notes that he wishes there
had been more emphasis on English Lan-
guage Learners and on the stories that
convey “the spirit and vitality of what is
genuinely rural.” RPM

Richmond County Public Schools re-
ceived $1,209 Title I funds per eligible
student in school year 2008–09 while
Chicago received $2,273. This despite the
fact that 31.8% of the students in Rich-
mond are Title I eligible compared to
26.6% in Chicago. This disparity is a fed-
eral policy Secretary Duncan should help
fix. As Secretary, he’s not from Chicago
anymore.

Listening to Rural
If participants in the Rural Tour lis-

ten well during the rural education stop
in Hamlet, they will hear that rural
schools need funding on par with other
schools. They will hear that rural stu-
dents need much better access to college;
that rural schools need support to teach
burgeoning populations of English Lan-
guage Learners.

They will hear specific local chal-
lenges, too, because rural America is
nothing if not diverse.

But they will also hear hope and per-
sistence and examples of what can make
rural places strong and vibrant.

Real Solutions
We do need new innovations, innova-

tions based on real experiences of rural
schools that are successfully coping with
the kind of issues Richmond County
schools face. And we need support for
tried-and-true solutions like smaller
schools and shorter ride times for stu-
dents, distance education technologies
that allow schools to share teachers and
resources, curriculum that engages ru-
ral young people in revitalizing the places
they live, equitable funding, and supports
for communities. In each of these solu-
tions rural schools have much to teach
that is worth learning.

An Office of Rural Education Research
prominently placed and well funded in
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the U.S. Department of Education should
be commissioned to document and
spread innovation, to gather meaning-
ful data on schools, and to help craft
policy within the Department so that
rural schools and their students are
served by the Department’s actions.

Without targeted solutions many ru-
ral schools will be fiscally asphyxiated or
otherwise drummed out of existence.

To Be or Not
The biggest issue facing many rural

communities and their schools is sim-
ply whether they have a right to exist and
whether the terms of their existence al-
low communities to flourish and schools
to do their job.

Hamlet, North Carolina will be the
place where like it or not a vexing ques-
tion for rural schools and communities
will hang in the air. That question
posed by the indecisive Hamlet, the
Prince of Denmark and the most elo-
quent of all Shakespearean tragic

heroes: “To be or not to be? That is
the question.”

Prince Hamlet directed that ques-
tion to himself. But for the thousands
of rural hamlets across the country
that almost universally want “to be,”
the question is directed mainly at
policymakers and public officials and
it has an important twist: “will you let
us be?”

However, simply being allowed to be
is not enough for those of us who live
in or love rural communities. We ask,
“how do we become the best we can be?”
An answer to that question requires
that those individuals and agencies
vested with the public trust hear and
see us—in all our varied realities—
rather than dim images of what we are
thought to be or even dimmer images
of what is thought we should be, im-
ages ginned up in urban places or
handed down from business cultures.

See the full version of this article in
eRPM at www.ruraledu.org. RPM

There’s more in
eRPM at

www.ruraledu.org

RURAL SCHOOL FUNDING NEWS

Indiana Funding Declining
and Unlikely to Improve

Under Indiana’s new biennial budget,
declining enrollment will mean declin-
ing funding. And, schools will also have
to absorb major cuts in funds for teacher
training and programs for English Lan-
guage Learners. Previous budgets had
provided a cushion for rural and other
districts with declining enrollments, and
rural representatives allied with urban
representatives whose schools are expe-
riencing similar declines. Legislators
have called for a study of the complex
funding formula.

Meanwhile, the state’s highest court
has ruled that there is no judicially en-
forceable duty to provide an adequate,
quality education. The Indiana Court of
Appeals had earlier ruled that the ques-
tion of whether the state is meeting its
constitutional duty is one that courts
could decide. But the Indiana Supreme
Court disagreed, stating that there are no
quality standards in the state constitu-
tion and therefore a trial is not needed on
evidence otherwise. Plaintiffs had hoped
to demonstrate that a correlation exists

between achievement and affluence and
that the state’s current funding system
does not close the achievement gap.

Georgia Cutting Funding
for Low Wealth Districts

Georgia’s rural schools have been hard
hit by budget cuts as the governor re-
duced “equalization funding” in the state
by 20%. These monies are meant to help
mitigate some of the disparities that re-
sult in school funding for districts with
low property wealth and are an especially
significant part of the budget for many
rural schools. However, under the cur-
rent allocation system, 135 districts in
the state are eligible for the funding, in-
cluding Gwinnett County, which has the
largest student enrollment in the state.

Governor Sonny Perdue and other
supporters of the cuts justified them by
citing the large amount of equalization
funds designated for Gwinnett and other
suburban districts.

As a result of the 20% across-the-
board cut, some small rural districts have
lost as much as a third of their annual
operating budget.

Cuts and Consolidation
on Table in Pennsylvania
Budget

Pennsylvania’s Education Secretary
and a legislator have introduced a bill that
would create a commission to develop
“optimal school district boundaries.”
Governor Ed Rendell has proposed school
district consolidation as a way to cut
spending despite reports that demonstrate
few if any savings would be achieved.

The legislature is also battling over the
education budget. Pennsylvania had been
on track to increase funding annually as
they implement a new finance formula.
But budget shortfalls have prompted pro-
posals to fill cuts with stimulus funds.
The state senate’s budget would also roll
state spending on education back to 2006
levels and undo progress toward imple-
mentation of a new state funding plan as
a way to cut funding overall. That
prompted a letter from Education Sec-
retary Arne Duncan recommending an-
other solution be found.

Medicaid Rural Change
On July 1, the federal government for-

mally rescinded a rule that would have
stopped Medicaid reimbursements to
schools for transportation and some ad-
ministrative activities related to provid-
ing services to students with disabilities.

Many students with disabilities need
specialized transportation and have other
medical needs; Medicaid provides funds
to schools to help meet these needs and
to enable schools to undertake outreach
and enrollment activities to help fami-
lies access Medicaid for their children.
But the rule change, implementation of
which had earlier been delayed, would
have ended this assistance.

In public comment on the proposed
change, schools and advocates had
pointed out that unless schools could
provide transportation and enroll stu-
dents in Medicaid at school, the needs of
many students with disabilities would go
unmet.

For links and additional news about
these and other stories, see RSFN-Extras
in eRPM at www.ruraledu.org. RPM
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INSIDE: To Be or Not to Be for Rural Education

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2007 American Community Survey.
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Answer: Kentucky, Arkansas, Tennessee, Alabama,
and Delaware have the least inequality in combined

state and local revenue per pupil among rural districts
 (Why Rural Matters, 2007).
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