
Growing Your Membership: In a Nutshell

The RPM summary of how to create a successful
membership drive, based on a June 2010
presentation by the Rural Community Alliance.

Articulate a worthy cause that people
care about. The Rural Community Alliance
is committed to keeping schools and
school governance in rural communities
and to improving educational and life
opportunities for all citizens.
Give new members something worthwhile
to do and ways to shape and take
ownership of the overall work. The local
chapter structure of the Rural Community
Alliance helps members begin work
immediately in their own communities

Printable Edition

Note: This resource includes all articles from the June 2010 Rural Policy Matters newsletter, except for RPM
Premium Exclusives, which is available to members of the Rural School Innovation Network.

Facts and Figures About States With the Highest Average
Teacher Salaries in Rural Districts

Question: Which five states have the highest salary expenditures for instructional staff members in rural
districts (essentially the highest average teacher salaries)?

Answer: New York has the highest average expenditures for rural instructional staff at $74,800, followed by
Alaska at $74,193, Connecticut at $73,632, New Jersey at $65,674, and California at $65,120. Actual salary
levels may vary widely between districts.

Expanding Your Borders, or: How to Grow Your Organization's
Membership

Any grassroots group that wants to make a difference needs people. Obvious enough. But how do you get
people involved, especially if your group is rural? After all, “rural” means a sparseness of people.

Earlier this year the Rural Community Alliance (the Alliance) tackled this challenge and in the course of just
two months doubled their membership to over 1,000 members across the state of Arkansas. The Alliance,
which works to help rural schools and communities survive and thrive, shared their strategies with RPM and
we share them here with you.

Whether you and a few others are contemplating starting a group or you have an established organization,
whether your group is concentrated in your local community or working across your state, there will be
something to learn.

Why Grow a Group?

Most grassroots organizations start with the goal of
influencing something — and that takes people
working together to accomplish their goal and to
convince other people of its worthiness.

The Rural Community Alliance began in 2003 as a
grassroots movement to stop legislative proposals to
eliminate most of the state’s rural school districts.
These efforts achieved a large measure of success
and in 2004 the informal group incorporated as the
non-profit Advocates for Rural and Community
Education with the goal of strengthening education
across the state. Last year it changed its name to
Rural Community Alliance to reflect its broad agenda
of promoting strong and responsible schools,
communities, and citizens.

http://www.ruraledu.org/cms.php?action=rsin


immediately in their own communities
and it connects members to the statewide
organization. Trainings, publications, and
statewide meetings help members be
successful. All members can help shape
and implement the organization’s
statewide agenda.
When conducting a drive, give everyone
involved clear responsibilities. The
Alliance made contact assignments and
set individual membership goals.
Identify the strategies that will improve
the likelihood of success. The Alliance
decided to grow their membership from
within by reaching out to people whom
members already knew.
Make it fun. The Alliance created friendly
competition to see who could enlist the
most new members.
Provide support and accountability. Email
bulletins and weekly check-in helped the
Alliance support everyone involved in the
drive.
Celebrate your success: you’ve got a
great organization that people want to be
part of. The Alliance provided a prize and
recognition to the chapter leader who
enlisted the most new members and
shared their successes through their
website and newsletters.

The group’s recent membership drive was one effort
to make this work even stronger. Lavina Grandon,
Policy and Education Director for the Alliance, says
candidly of the drive, “We did it to increase our
influence over policy, to increase our competitiveness
for grants, and to increase our geographical reach.”

Membership: Connect and Commit

The Alliance is a statewide group organized in local
chapters. Members join as individuals with a lifetime
membership fee of $10 for adults ($5 in communities
where more than 70% of students are eligible for
free/reduced-price lunch), and $2 for students.
Individuals can also join the Alliance as a “Friend” if
they are not associated with a local chapter.

The fee helps provide members a sense of ownership
without being prohibitively expensive. Members also
participate annually in setting the Alliance’s statewide
agenda and in planning and implementing local work.

The chapter structure supports the Alliance’s focus on
working with schools and communities to improve
educational opportunities and outcomes and to make
communities stronger, healthier places where all
residents can thrive.

Chapters enable members to connect through
something they already know and care about. And,
the Alliance’s trainings, publications, and regional and
statewide meetings provide tools and support for
community-based work at the same time they connect people across the state with each other to share
ideas and address common challenges.

Most new chapters get started with five to ten interested members who choose a chapter leader. Sometimes
a new chapter will form when someone hears about the Alliance and wants to learn more. The Alliance also
reaches out to schools and community groups through its members and networks. And, it makes special
efforts to connect with schools and communities that are facing challenges such as declining enrollment or
fiscal or academic problems.

“If there are schools that we know are having problems or heading in to difficulties that members have
faced, we reach out to them,” explains Dorothy Singleton, Lead Organizer for the Alliance.

Set a Goal, Create a Time Frame, Get a Plan

Grandon says that when the Alliance started its membership drive in November, it had about 550 members
in 35 chapters across the state. “We decided on a time frame of two months for the drive and set a
membership goal of a thousand.”

Then the group made a strategic plan to target outreach to the people and groups most likely to become
new members: family, friends, and acquaintances of current members. Each staff member was assigned
chapters to work with and given new member goals. Board members and chapter leaders also helped.

While increasing membership is an ongoing part of the Alliance’s work, the two-month time frame helped to
focus the campaign within a manageable period. The outreach strategy helped insure the person-to-person
contact that is essential to drawing people in.

Support, Check-In, Have Fun, and Go “Where the Water is Warm”

The Alliance supported the membership drive with clear manageable assignments for each person. Weekly
check-ins among staff and between staff and chapter leaders helped everyone stay on the same page, get
help when needed, and share and revise strategies.

A friendly competition between chapter leaders encouraged each chapter to see which one could gain the
most new members. And, a $50 cash prize plus a free hotel stay for the winning chapter leader sweetened
the deal.



Finally, the decision to target the drive primarily to people whom current members already knew, what the
Alliance calls “going where the water is warm,” expanded the organization in an organic way and helped
ensure the success that breeds motivation.

“Easier Than We Anticipated”

By the end of the two-month drive, the Alliance had exceeded its 1,000-member goal and had added twelve
new chapters. “The drive was a lot easier than we anticipated and very doable,” says Grandon. “A lot of
people were glad to sign up family and friends.”

“And the drive gave people who had heard of the Alliance and opportunity to join,” adds Singleton.

“The drive was very worthwhile,” concludes Grandon. “We’ve decided to make it a yearly activity.”

You can read more about the Rural Community Alliance and its membership drive at www.thenewrural.org.

Growing Your Membership: In a Nutshell

This article appeared in the June 2010 Rural Policy Matters.

The RPM summary of how to create a successful membership drive, based on a June 2010 presentation by
the Rural Community Alliance. (Read the full article here)

Articulate a worthy cause that people care about. The Rural Community Alliance is committed to
keeping schools and school governance in rural communities and to improving educational and life
opportunities for all citizens.
Give new members something worthwhile to do and ways to shape and take ownership of the overall
work. The local chapter structure of the Rural Community Alliance helps members begin work
immediately in their own communities and it connects members to the statewide organization.
Trainings, publications, and statewide meetings help members be successful. All members can help
shape and implement the organization’s statewide agenda.
When conducting a drive, give everyone involved clear responsibilities. The Alliance made contact
assignments and set individual membership goals.
Identify the strategies that will improve the likelihood of success. The Alliance decided to grow their
membership from within by reaching out to people whom members already knew.
Make it fun. The Alliance created friendly competition to see who could enlist the most new members.
Provide support and accountability. Email bulletins and weekly check-in helped the Alliance support
everyone involved in the drive.
Celebrate your success: you’ve got a great organization that people want to be part of. The Alliance
provided a prize and recognition to the chapter leader who enlisted the most new members and
shared their successes through their website and newsletters.

Options for Fixing Title I Inequity: Tying Allocations to Average
Local Salaries Makes Matters Worse

Some school districts get a lot more federal funding support than other districts to address the educational
needs of very low-income students. Part of the reason is that the formulas used to distribute funding
through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act provide more funding per eligible student in
large districts than in small districts.

But another problem is that the formulas provide more funding to districts in states that spend more on
education and less funding to low-spending states. You can read more about that problem in the May RPM.

One alternative to using state per pupil spending to adjust how much Title I funding each local district
receives would be to estimate the cost of education for each school district by comparing the cost of teacher
salaries in all districts. Teacher salaries, after all, make up the largest portion of nearly every school budget,
so Title I funding could be tied to teacher costs.

Detractors of this approach, however, often note that high-poverty districts have fewer resources for offering
competitive salaries and tend to be staffed by less experienced and less credentialed teachers who command
less pay. In other words, lower salary costs usually suggest districts (or schools) are at a competitive
disadvantage in hiring and keeping teachers. It does not mean they can provide an equitable education with
less money for teachers. Therefore, using this approach would further punish many poorer districts.

http://www.thenewrural.org/
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2490
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2512
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2476
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2476
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2476


Another alternative would be to estimate the cost of providing education in each district by comparing the
salaries of college educated non-teachers in local labor markets and adjusting Title I funding accordingly.

The reasoning goes that if accountants, computer engineers, and nurses all get 10% more in labor market A
than in labor market B, teachers should get 10% more as well. Whether or not the district has been able to
compete in the market for teachers in the past does not affect this comparison.

Comparable Wage Index

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) actually calculates an index number for each school
district showing how much above or below the national average (in percentage terms) college educated
workers earn in the local labor market. They call this index the “Comparable Wage Index” (CWI).

The CWI is calculated annually and is used in several state school funding formulas to account for supposed
differences in local market conditions.

The NCES calculates the CWI by using data from a federal government survey that estimates average
annual earnings by occupation in about 800 local labor markets. Only survey data for non-teachers with a
college education are used by NCES in calculating the CWI.

Each metropolitan area in the nation is considered a “local labor market.” Non-metropolitan counties are
grouped into clusters, each with a minimum combined population of 100,000. These clusters are called
“places of work,” and each is considered a local labor market.

There are many assumptions made in calculating the CWI for each labor market; most are not explained and
many are dubious. The central assumption, which we examine here, is particularly flawed. It not only
assumes that college educated workers in all local labor markets are alike in age, life style preferences, and
education, but that the jobs held by college educated non-teachers are also alike. That assumption is so far
from reality that it borders on the absurd.

This absurdity makes using the CWI as a mechanism for determining the distribution of Title I funding
particularly problematic for rural school districts. In part that’s because the jobs available to college-educated
non-teachers in rural areas are different from (and lower paying than) the jobs available to the same
workers in metropolitan areas. But teachers have to be able to do exactly the same job in all local labor
markets.

The Rural Job Market

Not all job markets create equal opportunities for college graduates, so comparing wages for jobs that are
not comparable makes no sense. Take computer science jobs as an example. In rural areas, college
graduates with computer skills may be able to find work as technicians, network administrators, and support
specialists. But those who want jobs as software engineers, programmers, and systems analysts — jobs that
are also higher paying — must usually head for the cities.

In fact, many college-educated workers are unable to find jobs in rural areas, even where there is a need
for the worker’s skill. Nurses, for example, go where there are hospitals, not to rural areas where thousands
of square miles may be designated as medically underserved with few if any clinics, doctors, or other options
for actually practicing nursing.

The survey used to calculate the CWI shows that in most occupational categories, like computer science or
health care, metropolitan labor markets offer many jobs that are scarce or non-existent in rural markets. And
in every category, the higher paying jobs for college graduates are more plentiful in the metropolitan
markets.

We’ll look again at the computer science example. In Broward County (Fort Lauderdale), Florida, a
metropolitan labor market credited by NCES with one of the highest CWI scores in the nation, the proportion
of workers who are in the computer science field is nearly four times the proportion in Northeast Florida, a
multi-county rural area with one of the lowest CWI scores.

More important, the highest paying computer science job (systems software engineer) in Broward County
accounts for 6% of the computer science jobs there. Not one systems software engineer is identified in the
Northeast Florida survey results. Instead, 46% of the jobs in the computer science category in Northeast
Florida are in the category’s three lowest paid occupations (various support specialists and analysts).

The highest paid computer science occupation in the rural Northeast Florida labor market was a catchall
category called “All other computer specialists.” But that job ranked tenth in pay rate among computer
science occupations in Broward County, and there were so few jobs in this category in Broward County that



the government could not estimate their total number.

Overall, about 43% of the computer science workers in Broward hold the kind of computer science jobs that
pay over $30 per hour. In Northeast Florida, only 3% of the computer science workers make that much.

The pay for computer science graduates is higher in Broward not because you have to pay more to get
people to work those jobs in Fort Lauderdale, but because the jobs available for graduates in that field are
more advanced and would be higher paying in any labor market where they exist. They just don’t exist in
any significant number in places like the Northeast Florida rural labor market.

Equity for Teachers, Districts, and Students

The forces that have robbed rural communities of much of their economic opportunity have also driven out
college-educated residents and driven down average rural wages.

Does this mean that rural teachers who have the same credentials and are expected to teach the same
curriculum as urban teachers should earn less because other people in the place where they live and work
earn less?

Unfortunately, rural teachers do earn less than teachers in other locations (see May RPM). Moreover, physics
teachers, for example, will find that they not only get more money in an urban or suburban school, but they
also have better equipment, more up-to-date textbooks, and fewer classes to prepare. These competitive
disadvantages make it much more difficult for rural schools to find and keep the teachers they need. The
challenges should not be compounded by using the CWI in the Title I formula.

CWI as a Potential Fix for Title I: A Poor Remedy for Poor Rural Districts

Title I formulas determine how funding is allocated among districts, not the size of the total Title I funding
pot. Adjustments to the formulas that would tie funding amounts to the salary levels of college educated
workers, such as incorporating a CWI index to determine education “costs,” would take money away from
poorer districts and send it to wealthier ones. While it seems obvious, it bears saying that where there are
fewer well-paying jobs there is more poverty and vice versa.

Using the CWI to adjust Title I funding would be particularly bad for rural districts. That’s because all school
districts in metropolitan areas — whether inner city poor or wealthy suburban — are assigned the CWI for
the entire metro area. In Massachusetts, for example, high poverty Chelsea and low-poverty Abingdon both
get the same CWI because they are part of the same Boston metropolitan area.

Rural counties, on the other hand, tend to be clustered with similarly situated rural counties, many uniformly
poor with few well-paying jobs for anyone, including residents with college educations.

The fact is that 99% of districts in the bottom 25% of CWI are rural or small town. The poverty rate among
students in those districts is 22.4%. On the other hand, the poverty rate among school districts in the top
25% of CWI is 16.5% and most are urban and suburban.

Using the CWI to “fix” Title I funding would not be a “cost” adjustment that improves equity. Instead, it
would be more like a tax on poverty. It would almost certainly shift allocations away from many poor
districts, especially poor rural districts where economic opportunity and resources are most limited.

You can read the U.S. Department of Education paper on Comparable Wage Index at
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/2006321.pdf.

Join the Formula Fairness Campaign and check out the Campaign’s page on Facebook to learn more and to
get involved.

Formula Fairness Campaign

Want to make Title I funding fair and equitable for all low-income children? Join the Formula Fairness
Campaign at www.formulafairness.com, where you can learn about how your district is faring and what you
can do about it. Also, visit the Campaign’s Facebook page. Tell your friends and add the page as one of your
“Likes.”

Rural Trust to Examine Effectiveness of Competitive Grants for
Rural Schools

http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2476
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2476
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2006/2006321.pdf
http://www.formulafairness.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Formula-Fairness-Campaign/372758276229?ref=ts
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Formula-Fairness-Campaign/372758276229?ref=ts
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Formula-Fairness-Campaign/372758276229?ref=ts
http://www.formulafairness.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Formula-Fairness-Campaign/372758276229?ref=ts


U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has made competitive grants the centerpiece of his proposal for
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The Department’s “Blueprint for
Reform” uses the word “competitive” 30 times in 39 pages of text. It proposes new or expanded competitive
grants in 17 programs areas, ranging from teacher effectiveness to traditional and alternative paths to school
leadership, programs for English Language Learners, and charter schools.

Historically, federal funding under ESEA has been distributed primarily by formula, and school districts that
are eligible receive funds as a matter of right. This has been especially true for the largest program, Title I,
which provides funding for educational services benefitting disadvantaged students, primarily those living in
poverty. The formulas have not always been fair, and the Rural School and Community Trust and 17 co-
sponsors are currently involved in a Formula Fairness Campaign to improve the Title I formula.

Formula-funded programs would continue under the Department’s Blueprint, but funding would be frozen at
current levels while any increase in appropriations for ESEA would go to new or expanded competitive grants.
The administration’s preference for competitive grants over formula grants runs on the theme: “We want to
fund what works, not what doesn’t work.”

Since the central purpose of ESEA from its inception in 1965 has been to provide “compensatory education”
to children in poverty and to enhance equal educational opportunity, it is important to ask whether
competitive grants will advance this purpose. This is a very important issue for rural schools, especially high-
poverty rural schools, because they are generally small and often lack the technical capacity to compete with
larger schools. The City of Chicago School District, which Secretary Duncan headed before assuming his
current position, has an Office of External Resources staffed with professional grant writers and served by its
own website. For many rural districts the Superintendent (who may also be a school principal) would have to
write a proposal.

Moreover, competitive grant guidelines, like those used in the current experimental Invest in Innovation (i3)
program, are likely to include minimum size requirements (for example, a minimum number of students
served) or have other expectations of large-scale impact. In such cases, rural districts can only compete by
organizing into clusters and filing joint applications. This requires a great deal of preliminary effort to form
associations of districts, conduct negotiations over the nature of the collaboration, and develop a unified
proposal that includes all participants equitably.

The Rural School and Community Trust has recently had a taste of this process. We were provided a grant
from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to provide technical assistance and other support to rural districts trying to
compete for the first round of i3 funds. We hope this is not a real test of how competitive grants will be
administered in the future. The final regulations covering the application process were released only about
three months before the proposals were due, and this period coincided exactly with the time when school
districts are scrambling hardest to prepare students for year-end tests.

Nonetheless, the process of helping rural districts participate in i3 applications provided the Rural Trust with
a variety of experiences in rural schools, both high-poverty and not, as they negotiated the competitive grant
experience. We need to evaluate this experience internally.

We also need to look at the final results of the i3 competition. The Department is making an earnest effort
at transparency and has provided a website listing all the proposals that were submitted, including
information on which of them includes (all or in part) rural districts. So that will be a valuable source of
evaluation material. We will also look at which proposals are funded. And we will anecdotally consider
proposals we know about that never reached the table for consideration.

We want to know not only whether competitive grants are reaching high-poverty and other rural areas, but
to the extent they are not, why not. Competitive grants are important to this administration, but as a
principal tool for funding programs to reach high-poverty school districts, they are largely untested. For rural
areas, it is important that their performance on that score be measured carefully.

Vermont Promotes District Consolidation

In Vermont, a redistricting commission has met to begin study of how consolidation in the state should
occur. The group will meet through the summer and make recommendations to the State Board of
Education. The State Board has promoted consolidation of districts and in January endorsed a report on
consolidating districts. Members have expressed confidence that the poor economy will help push their
initiatives forward.

Also, a bill that provides incentives for voluntary consolidation became law this month without the governor’s
signature. Although Vermont Governor Jim Douglas has been a vocal supporter of consolidation, he has said



that the measure did little to cut education costs. Supporters have said it would allow districts to consolidate
“in the way they want to.”

Read more:

Local coverage on the Commission’s work:

www.boston.com/news/education/k_12/articles/2010/06/02/
vermont_panel_looks_at_education_redistricting/?rss_id=Boston.com%2B--%2BEducation%2Bnews

Coverage of the consolidation legislation:

www.timesargus.com/article/20100604/NEWS02/6040336/1003/NEWS02

An editorial on the state’s emphasis on consolidation from Rutland, Vermont:

http://fwix.com/montpelier/share/1034239f39/making_the_grade

The Vermont Public Education coalition formed earlier this year to support local education:

www.vermontpubliceducation.org/Home.html

South Carolina Report Examines School Governance Structures

A recently released report in South Carolina discusses the hodgepodge of governance structures among the
state’s 85 school districts, but concludes that despite home rule, the state maintains the most control over
districts. “School District Organization and Governance in South Carolina,” released by the Strom Thurmond
Institute of Government and Public Affairs of Clemson University, concludes that state school districts are
largely under the control of their local legislative delegation, which can control the size and composition of
school boards and the number and configuration of school districts through the legislative process. This
governance structure puts South Carolina school districts at risk of consolidation with no local input.

Author Holley Ulbrich, a noted public finance expert in the state reviews South Carolina’s history of home
rule, a governing principle that was the result of federal court-mandated redistricting. Redrawn voting
districts allowed municipalities to make their own decisions, but school districts, largely state-funded at that
time, were left under the control of their local legislators. Under the process of local legislation, legislators
can force consolidation within their legislative district, or as has recently happened, mandate reconfiguration
of school boards. In one district, legislators added legislative appointees to a local board.

During the primary season, candidates for state office continue to promote consolidation as a cost-saving
measure, and consolidation has long been promoted by Governor Mark Sanford. In the report, Ulbrich offers
examples of alternatives to consolidation, including sharing services through commissions or services centers.

Read more:

Press release covering the report:

www.clemson.edu/media-relations/article.php?article_id=2772

The report:

http://selfcenter.clemson.edu/pdf/School_District_Organization_and_Governance_in_SC.pdf

Coverage of the Institute’s analysis of potential consolidation actions in one South Carolina county, including
consolidation alternatives:

www.independentmail.com/news/2010/may/22/action-consolidation-standstill-anderson-school-di/?
print=1

Arkansas Cases Challenge School and District Consolidation

Two legal cases suggest that a new strategy for challenging consolidation decisions may be emerging in
Arkansas, even as state authorities expand their use of consolidation laws.

In one case, the State Board of Education voted to dissolve the Twin Rivers School District in northeast

http://www.boston.com/news/education/k_12/articles/2010/06/02/vermont_panel_looks_at_education_redistricting/?rss_id=Boston.com%2B--%2BEducation%2Bnews
http://www.timesargus.com/article/20100604/NEWS02/6040336/1003/NEWS02
http://fwix.com/montpelier/share/1034239f39/making_the_grade
http://www.vermontpubliceducation.org/Home.html
http://selfcenter.clemson.edu/pdf/School_District_Organization_and_Governance_in_SC.pdf
http://www.clemson.edu/media-relations/article.php?article_id=2772
http://selfcenter.clemson.edu/pdf/School_District_Organization_and_Governance_in_SC.pdf
http://www.independentmail.com/news/2010/may/22/action-consolidation-standstill-anderson-school-di/?print=1


Arkansas for accreditation violations. The district will be annexed into six neighboring districts with students
split between them. The State Board had taken over the district in February.

Twin Rivers supporters say that the district has struggled since it was created in 2004 by the forced
consolidation of two other districts under the state’s mandatory consolidation law, Act 60. They are appealing
the decision to the Arkansas Supreme Court. This is the first time accreditation violations have been the
basis for consolidation in the state.

The second case involves Fourche Valley High School in Two Rivers School District near the Ouachita
National Forest, which was closed last year. Lawyers representing school patrons argued that state law
mandates that geographically isolated schools cannot be dissolved by the State Board of Education, and
further that the closure violated the state constitution-mandated right to an education because of the long
bus rides for students resulting from the closure of the Fourche Valley school. A majority of members of the
Two Rivers school board decided to close Fourche Valley School last year, but because decisions to close a
geographically isolated schools must be unanimous, the State Board of Education was required to review it.
Patrons appealed the State Board’s decision to uphold the closure to the Arkansas Supreme Court.

The State Supreme Court heard arguments in the Fourche Valley case last month and issued a decision
upholding the the decision to close the school. The Court stated that excessive time on a bus is a standard
that could only be determined by the legislature, not the State Board of Education which heard the appeal.
The constitutional argument failed because the State was not a defendant in the action.

One positive aspect of the ruling is that the decision clarified that the State Board of Education’s decision
could be challenged and reviewed in court, making clear that such agency decisions could be appealed. The
State Board had claimed that the court had no jurisdiction.

The Arkansas high court’s review was limited in scope under administrative law, which means that unless the
local board’s action was arbitrary, capricious, or an abuse of its discretion, the court must let the decision
stand.

The attorney who represented Fourche Valley is also working on the Twin Rivers case and says he will
amend that appeal to reflect the court’s ruling in this decision.

Read more:

News coverage of the Twin Rivers case:

http://epaper.arkansasonline.com/Repository/getFiles.asp?
Style=OliveXLib:ArticleToMail&Type=text/html&Path=ArDemocrat/
2010/05/11&ID=Ar00103&Locale
http://epaper.arkansasonline.com/Repository/getFiles.asp?
Style=OliveXLib:ArticleToMail&Type=text/html&Path=ArDemocrat/
2010/05/14&ID=Ar01100&Locale
www.kait8.com/Global/story.asp?S=12477540
www.areawidenews.com/story/1636595.html

News coverage of the Fourche Valley/Two Rivers case:

http://epaper.arkansasonline.com/Repository/getFiles.asp?
Style=OliveXLib:ArticleToMail&Type=text/html&Path=ArDemocrat/
2010/06/04&ID=Ar00105&Locale=
http://arkansasnews.com/2010/06/03/state-supreme-court-upholds-closure-of-yell-county-school/

The Court’s opinion:

http://courts.arkansas.gov/court_opinions/sc/2010a/20100603/
Walker%20v.%20Ark.%20State%20Bd.%20of%20Educ.pdf

Mississippi Commission Will Issue Consolidation Report

The Commission on Mississippi Education Structure is finalizing its report on district consolidation. Governor
Haley Barbour formed the group in January and asked it to consider options for district closure following his
proposal to reduce the number of districts from 152 to 100.

The Commission has heard from consultants who recommended primarily small and low-income districts for
consolidation. At least one of those districts sought legal counsel on the matter, and state school board
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attorneys have clarified that no consolidations can occur without legislation first being passed.

Advocates have challenged statements that attempt to link district size and performance, questioned the lack
of transparency in the Commission’s process, and asked the Commission to consider, among other things,
the role of historic underfunding of many Mississippi school districts.

Read more:

Local coverage of the Commission’s work:

www.jacksonfreepress.com/index.php/site/comments/
commission_readies_school_consolidation_report_051010/
www.sunherald.com/2010/06/22/2277354/school-consolidation-committee.html
www.cdispatch.com/news/article.asp?aid=5829
www.cdispatch.com/news/article.asp?aid=6046

Reports presented to the Commission by Southern Echo:

http://southernecho.org/s/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/consolidation-complete.pdf
http://southernecho.org/s/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/downloadphp1.pdf

 

RSFN Special Series:
Financing Rural Schools: Characteristics of Strong Rural School
Finance Systems

In this series, Rural School Funding News is reviewing general principles of school finance and sharing
information about school funding systems that support rural schools and their unique characteristics and
needs. While there are no easy answers to questions about how to fund schools, especially in this economic
climate, we hope that these articles will provide you promising practices, ideas for advocacy, and guidelines
that are easily transferable in your analysis and work on your own school finance systems. If you are new to
the series, you can review a brief introduction to the subject and discussion of Characteristic 1: A Strong
Foundation Formula, here.

Characteristic 2: Effective Use of the Judicial System

Knowing about, participating in, or reviving the memory of school finance litigation in your state may serve
to strengthen your state’s finance system. State constitutions have quality standards that guarantee
education to all children. Courts may give very specific orders to legislatures about what needs to be done,
including setting deadlines, developing reform plans or timetables, or ordering costing-out studies. But,
ultimately the question of how schools are funded is resolved politically. With or without specific court
directives, rural advocates need to be prepared to work in the legislature. States where finance systems are
most attuned to the financial needs of rural districts are typically those where both legislative and judicial
strategies have been used.

The majority of states — 45 — have had one or more school finance lawsuits. Outcomes are mixed,
although plaintiffs challenging funding systems have won more often than states defending those systems.

Many, in fact a majority, of these efforts have been spurred by rural citizens who initiated litigation to solve
the problems of unequal and inadequate educational opportunities in rural areas. Some of the most
egregious examples of underfunded, crumbling schools are in rural areas, which has leant a moral imperative
to claims by rural people seeking better schools. In many cases, rural plaintiffs have been forced to use the
courts for redress because of their lack of political power within their states.

Rural people have provided much of the leadership in finance litigation, pushing for change through years of
legal wrangling, high legal costs, public misunderstanding, and legislative delay. In the wake of favorable
legal decisions, they have worked to influence public opinion and policymaking to obtain adequate remedies
for rural schools.

How can rural advocates work in and through legal action to strengthen their school finance
system?

http://www.jacksonfreepress.com/index.php/site/comments/commission_readies_school_consolidation_report_051010/
http://www.sunherald.com/2010/06/22/2277354/school-consolidation-committee.html
http://www.cdispatch.com/news/article.asp?aid=5829
http://www.cdispatch.com/news/article.asp?aid=6046
http://southernecho.org/s/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/consolidation-complete.pdf
http://southernecho.org/s/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/downloadphp1.pdf
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2467


1.     Participate. If there is an active lawsuit in the state, or if one is being planned, investigate what
claims are to be made, and if appropriate, encourage your district to support the lawsuit as one of the
plaintiffs. If you are a member of a community group, there may be an opportunity to serve as an amicus,
or friend of the court, by filing a brief with rural-specific information.

2.     Agitate. Use a positive decision — or even any positive language found in an unfavorable decision —
as a part of a community education strategy. Legal documents, called pleadings, are usually a public record
and can be used as models for advocacy and to publicize and specifically describe needs of rural schools that
are not being met.

3.     Legislate. Support legislation that can implement the original goals of the lawsuit for rural schools.
Often the groups that bring a finance lawsuit are different from those who move the remedy forward once a
decision is rendered by the courts. It may take years or even decades of work to obtain real remedies that
support and protect rural schools.

Rural school advocates can avail themselves of court authority to push for changes in their school finance
system, and the Rural School Finance Center (REFC) at the Rural Trust can provide legal analysis and
technical support on finance litigation strategies for our partners in the field.

The field of finance litigation has significantly evolved since the first school finance suits were brought in the
1970s, and REFC monitors and participates in national conversations in the legal community about new
approaches to the challenge of financing schools.

The outcomes of school finance litigation are very consequential for rural schools and in most states they
have been something of a mixed blessing. It is one thing to win in court, but a very different thing to
achieve a timely and positive remedy. For these reasons it is important to accompany a legal strategy with
long-term policy and public relations strategies.

As school finance advocacy moves through community meeting room and school boards and into courtrooms
and the legislative arena, the Rural School and Community Trust is partnering with rural leaders to impact
finance policy issues affecting their schools and communities.

Read more:

This investigation of state school finance policies and outcomes prepared by the Editorial Projects in
Education (EPE) Research Center provides state-specific information about some of the finance factors
described in the first installment of this series, as well as other finance indicators that will be discussed in
future segments:

www.edweek.org/media/eperc_finance_0410.pdf

This new report from pre[k]now and The Education Law Center describes school finance mechanisms that
can be used to fully fund preschool in states:

www.pewcenteronthestates.org/uploadedFiles/Formula_for_Success.pdf?n=913

Rhode Island Gets School Funding Formula

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

State legislators have passed a school funding formula for Rhode Island, which had been the only state
without one. The formula is partially based on a district’s ability to raise taxes, and it includes an additional
40% weight for each child in poverty. Because of shortfalls, this year’s budget must be revenue-neutral, but
the new formula will phase in over a 10-year period.

As a result of the plan, Rhode Island’s state share of school funding will increase from its current low 37%
to 52.5% over the ten-year period. The formula also eliminates financial incentives for district consolidation.

Under the formula, 70% of Rhode Island students will receive more state aid.

Read more:

Local coverage of the legislation:

www.projo.com/news/content/education_formula_vote_06-11-10_I0IR6KO_v47.1c83f4c.html
www.projo.com/education/content/EDWATCH_20_06-20-10_15ISLCK_v7.16889dd.html

http://www.edweek.org/media/eperc_finance_0410.pdf
http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/uploadedFiles/Formula_for_Success.pdf?n=913
http://www.projo.com/news/content/education_formula_vote_06-11-10_I0IR6KO_v47.1c83f4c.html
http://www.projo.com/education/content/EDWATCH_20_06-20-10_15ISLCK_v7.16889dd.html


www.projo.com/news/content/school_financing_formula_explain_06-17-10_6AI_v170.1917037.html

Information about the formula:

www.ride.ri.gov/Finance/Funding/FundingFormula/

School Funding Lawsuit Filed in Arizona

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

A group of education organizations, school districts, and district representatives has filed a lawsuit in the
Arizona Supreme Court against the State Treasurer. The Arizona Rural Schools Association is one of the
plaintiffs.

The suit claims that the new state budget does not follow a funding law known as Proposition 301, which
requires that state funding for public schools be adjusted upward each year by either 2% or the rate of
inflation, whichever is lower. The 2010 Legislature did not make that increase to the base student funding
level, but instead only applied the inflation increase to one part of the funding formula — student
transportation miles. The Legislature justified their action by saying the law allows them to choose to adjust
either the basic aid formula or “other components.”

Had the full increase been applied to basic aid, it would have provided an additional $61 million to schools.
The transportation increase will provide $5 million more for than this year.

A hearing has been scheduled for September.

In a separate matter, Arizona voters approved Proposition #100, which provides a three-year temporary
one-cent increase in the sales tax to be used for education, public safety, health and social services.

Read more:

Local news coverage:

www.azcentral.com/news/articles/2010/06/17/20100617arizona-schools-group-state-supreme-
court.html
www.azcentral.com/arizonarepublic/local/articles/2010/06/18/20100618schoolssue0618.html
www.azcentral.com/news/articles/2010/06/01/20100601arizonas-sales-tax-hike.html

School Districts Intend to Sue Kansas

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

A coalition of 74 Kansas school districts has notified the state that it will file a new school funding lawsuit.
Schools for Fair Funding filed a notice of their intent to sue after the legislature approved its new three-year
funding plan. According to plaintiff attorneys, schools have been cut $303 million over the past 16 months.
Legislators point to major decreases in revenue as justification for the cuts.

The legislature had increased school funding after a 2005 court decision in a previous school funding lawsuit,
but recent cuts have returned school funding to pre-lawsuit levels.

Governor Mark Parkinson has voiced opposition to the suit and said legislators have worked hard to support
schools by raising a one-cent sales tax. Schools for Fair Funding, however, has pointed out that the
legislature made tax cuts during the 2010 session and that those revenues could have helped restore
schools to adequate levels required by the court.

Read more:

Local news coverage:

www2.ljworld.com/news/2010/jun/17/statehouse-live-notice-filed-new-school-finance-la/?city_local
www.examiner.com/x-29491-Topeka-K12-Examiner~y2010m6d5-Schools-for-Fair-Funding-will-
proceed-with-lawsuit
www2.ljworld.com/news/2010/jun/19/parkinson-opposes-lawsuit-schools/
www.kansascity.com/2010/06/17/2025380/kansas-schools-group-says-it-will.html

http://www.projo.com/news/content/school_financing_formula_explain_06-17-10_6AI_v170.1917037.html
http://www.ride.ri.gov/Finance/Funding/FundingFormula/
http://www.azcentral.com/news/articles/2010/06/17/20100617arizona-schools-group-state-supreme-court.html
http://www.azcentral.com/arizonarepublic/local/articles/2010/06/18/20100618schoolssue0618.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/articles/2010/06/01/20100601arizonas-sales-tax-hike.html
http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2010/jun/17/statehouse-live-notice-filed-new-school-finance-la/?city_local
http://www.examiner.com/x-29491-Topeka-K12-Examiner~y2010m6d5-Schools-for-Fair-Funding-will-proceed-with-lawsuit
http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2010/jun/19/parkinson-opposes-lawsuit-schools/
http://www.kansascity.com/2010/06/17/2025380/kansas-schools-group-says-it-will.html


Pennsylvania Districts Making Big Cuts

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

A new study from the Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign sums up the grim financial forecast for school
districts in the state. According to “Student Achievement Gains at Risk,” school districts lost $343 million in
local revenues this past school year and face continued losses in the three to five year period ahead. The
state’s share of school funding in Pennsylvania is low at about 36%.

The effects are likely to be even worse in rural districts in Pennsylvania under a new school funding formula
passed two years ago. A Rural Trust analysis of the formula revealed that its “location cost metric” is
especially detrimental to rural districts. Last year rural districts were able to secure adjustments to the
formula to help mitigate its effects.

Governor Ed Rendell, who says he wants to increase school spending by $354 million, has asked for
additional revenue for schools including a cigarette tax increase and new taxes on other forms of tobacco.

Read more:

Local news coverage:

www.post-gazette.com/pg/10158/1063726-298.stm
www.pennlive.com/midstate/index.ssf/2010/06/rendell_casey_join_fight_for_e.html
http://articles.mcall.com/2010-06-21/news/mc-harrisburg-budget-20100621_1_ed-rendell-rendell-
administration-issue-of-school-funding
www.mcall.com/news/nationworld/pennsylvania/mc-harrisburg-budget-20100621,0,5209616.story

The survey report:

www.paschoolfunding.org/pdfs/PASBO-PASASurveyReport.pdf 

Colorado Makes Demands on Districts Involved in Lawsuit

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

State attorneys are asking 150 Colorado school districts to produce documents dating back to 2005 as part
of the state’s defense in the Lobato school funding suit. The districts are those not involved in the lawsuit,
and the state hopes the information will help to build their case against the plaintiff districts who have sued
them. 

Cost estimates for the document production from some districts are as high as $76,000. Kathleen Gebhardt,
plaintiff attorney and Rural Trust board member, calls the extensive requests “concerning.” 

The plaintiff coalition in Lobato continues to add members including rural Moffat County Schools. Some
districts are contributing to the costs of the suit currently supported by the Colorado Association of School
Boards. The Colorado Supreme Court allowed the case to go forward last fall, and it is expected to go to
trial sometime next year.

Read more:

Local news coverage:

www.coloradoan.com/article/20100606/NEWS01/6060344/Record-requests-swamp-schools
www.craigdailypress.com/news/2010/jun/11/mcsd-joins-lawsuit-over-state-education-funding/
www.reporterherald.com/news_story.asp?ID=28142

Summary of the case here:

www.casb.org/publications/casb-legal-update/legal-update-oct-22-2009

California Lawsuit Challenges School Funding System

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

http://www.paschoolfunding.org/pdfs/PASBO-PASASurveyReport.pdf
http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=1945
http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/10158/1063726-298.stm
http://www.pennlive.com/midstate/index.ssf/2010/06/rendell_casey_join_fight_for_e.html
http://articles.mcall.com/2010-06-21/news/mc-harrisburg-budget-20100621_1_ed-rendell-rendell-administration-issue-of-school-funding
http://www.mcall.com/news/nationworld/pennsylvania/mc-harrisburg-budget-20100621,0,5209616.story
http://www.paschoolfunding.org/pdfs/PASBO-PASASurveyReport.pdf
http://www.coloradoan.com/article/20100606/NEWS01/6060344/Record-requests-swamp-schools
http://www.craigdailypress.com/news/2010/jun/11/mcsd-joins-lawsuit-over-state-education-funding/
http://www.reporterherald.com/news_story.asp?ID=28142
http://www.casb.org/publications/casb-legal-update/legal-update-oct-22-2009


A new funding lawsuit has been filed in California challenging the school finance system as unconstitutional.
California schools have seen $17 billion in cuts in two years. The lawsuit says that the state should
determine what it takes to fund required programs and to meet student needs, and it asks the court to
require that the state develop a new funding formula.

Plaintiffs include the California School Board Association, the California State PTA, nine school districts —
including two rural districts, and 60 individual plaintiffs. The lead plaintiff is 16-year-old Maya Robles-Wong,
a high-school student from Alameda where the suit was filed. The State Superintendent of Education also
supports the lawsuit.

California is currently 47th in per-pupil spending when adjusted for regional cost differences. A 2007 study
showed that California needs to spend 40% more to ensure students can meet state standards.

The suit could bring changes to Proposition 13 and Proposition 98, two amendments to California’s
constitution that significantly altered revenue sources and school funding. Proposition 13 lowered and limited
property taxes and centralized funding for schools. Proposition 98 set a required minimum level of funding,
but it has been suspended during times of budget shortfall. The state has thirty days to respond to the suit,
which Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger has promised to fight.

Another coalition sent a letter to the Governor asking for an overhaul of the state finance system and
promising to sue the state if there is no response. Attorneys from Public Advocates Incorporated, who
represent the Campaign for Quality Education, Californians for Justice, and Alliance of Californians for
Community Empowerment, wrote Schwarzenegger and gave him two weeks to avoid a second lawsuit.

The letter also reminds the Governor of his precedent in working together on school funding issues when he
settled a previous school finance lawsuit, Williams v. California, which was also brought by Public Advocates
attorneys. In addition, the letter delineates the efforts the coalition made in the legislature and through
grass roots organizations to change the school finance system. And, it notes Schwarzenegger’s veto of the
bipartisan bill, AB 8, which Public Advocates sponsored and shepherded to passage and which would have
established a working group to propose a new funding formula.

Public Advocates timed their demand letter to coincide with the filing of the Robles-Wong action, and it
makes the same demands as the lawsuit. Representatives of the coalition met with the organizations
bringing the lawsuit and planned this strategy so that the low-income community they represent would have
a separate seat at the table if the actions are combined. Public Advocates has commended Robles-Wong as
the “work of education professionals fighting for change.”

Read more:

News coverage of the lawsuit:

www.businessweek.com/ap/financialnews/D9FQQHJO0.htm
http://ourla.org/latest/2099-historic-lawsuit-challenges-californias-unconstitutional-education-finance-
system
www.modbee.com/2010/05/25/1180426/dan-walters-lawsuit-moves-school.html
www.sacbee.com/2010/05/23/2768808/peter-schrag-lawsuit-is-
risky.html#mi_rss=California%20Forum

State Superintendent Jack O’Connell’s Statement:

www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr10/yr10rel57.asp

California School Finance Website

www.fixschoolfinance.org/

Public Advocate’s Letter

www.publicadvocates.org/news/documents/Education/CQE_Demand_letter_51910_final_.pdf[RL1] 

Campaign for Quality Education:

www.quality-education.org/

Wyoming Recalibrating its Funding Formula

http://www.businessweek.com/ap/financialnews/D9FQQHJO0.htm
http://ourla.org/latest/2099-historic-lawsuit-challenges-californias-unconstitutional-education-finance-system
http://www.modbee.com/2010/05/25/1180426/dan-walters-lawsuit-moves-school.html
http://www.sacbee.com/2010/05/23/2768808/peter-schrag-lawsuit-is-risky.html#mi_rss=California%20Forum
http://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr10/yr10rel57.asp
http://www.fixschoolfinance.org/
http://www.publicadvocates.org/news/documents/Education/CQE_Demand_letter_51910_final_.pdf
file:///Users/gerrycervenka/Documents/RSCT/RPM/RPM12_06.html#_msocom_1
http://www.quality-education.org/


Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

Wyoming’s school funding formula is undergoing recalibration, which is required every five years to review
the current system and make needed adjustments. Lawmakers began meeting last month to hear from
experts and practitioners about how schools are faring.

Wyoming’s finance system is notable in that it provides many of the most-needed supports for small, rural
schools in the state, including full funding for transportation and special education. Small schools also receive
additional funding in the form of unrestricted block grants.

The current system was developed in the context of the Campbell school funding litigation. The court
terminated its jurisdiction of the litigation when it determined the State had fully complied with the
constitutional mandate to provide a “thorough and efficient education structure,” by making the necessary
changes to address at-risk students, salaries, small schools and small districts, health insurance costs, and
external cost adjustments.

Wyoming uses an evidence-based approach that funds the total cost of delivering an educational “basket” in
a model school. It provides an average cost per student (ADM) based upon formula components. The ADM is
then adjusted to customize funding to each school district based upon its student characteristics, specific
services and unique school, district and regional properties

School finance expert Larry Picus, who helped develop the funding system and conducted the audit for
recalibration purposes, is consulting in the process. He has said that schools that continue to follow the
model’s guidelines for staffing, or have created other successful staffing configurations, should continue to be
successful and that flat funding should be sufficient for next year. The committee will continue to meet and
make recommendations for next year’s legislative session.

Wyoming has not experienced the financial challenges as severe as most other states due to a booming
natural gas industry, but some decreases in revenue have occurred, and the cost of living factor will not be
increased this year.

Enrollment is up in Wyoming, unlike five years ago when declining enrollment was a major consideration.
Rural school representatives have said that they will monitor the funding recalibration closely, because under
the funding model, increasing enrollment in very small schools could mean major funding decreases.

Read more:

News coverage:

http://billingsgazette.com/news/state-and-regional/wyoming/article_1347cf70-5282-11df-8c45-
001cc4c002e0.html
http://trib.com/news/state-and-regional/article_7b598a5d-8405-50d2-8438-a2c4ac5a650c.html
http://trib.com/news/state-and-regional/article_b10b36ae-2d83-5531-8039-2b421ef6bc56.html
http://trib.com/news/state-and-regional/article_b10f0594-6f2a-58a2-bced-79e0154c5482.html
www.natronaschools.org/story.php?id=91&story=379
www.wyomingnews.com/articles/2010/05/24/news/20local_05-24-10.txt

NCLB Lawsuit Remains Dismissed

Editor's note: Links are free and current at time of posting, but may require registration or expire over time.

The lawsuit that charged that No Child Left Behind was an unfunded mandate for states ended this month
when the U.S. Supreme Court refused to take up the case, effectively leaving a lower court’s dismissal of the
action in place.

School Dist. of the City of Pontiac v. Spellings was brought by plaintiff districts from Michigan, Texas, and
Vermont, and included Rutland Northeast Supervisory Union in rural Vermont. Those plaintiffs, along with ten
NEA affiliate organizations, claimed that the federal education law clearly stated that it does not require
states to incur any costs for the Act not paid for by the federal government. The plaintiffs claimed that
federal funding shortfalls left states and districts responsible for an estimated $30 billion in costs of
compliance.

The 6th Circuit Court of Appeals split evenly on the plaintiffs’ appeal of the district court’s dismissal, which
the school districts had hoped the Supreme Court would overturn. The suit was filed in 2005.

Former U.S. Solicitor General Elena Kagan filed a brief in the case on behalf of Secretary of Education Arne

http://billingsgazette.com/news/state-and-regional/wyoming/article_1347cf70-5282-11df-8c45-001cc4c002e0.html
http://trib.com/news/state-and-regional/article_7b598a5d-8405-50d2-8438-a2c4ac5a650c.html
http://trib.com/news/state-and-regional/article_b10b36ae-2d83-5531-8039-2b421ef6bc56.html
http://trib.com/news/state-and-regional/article_b10f0594-6f2a-58a2-bced-79e0154c5482.html
http://www.natronaschools.org/story.php?id=91&story=379
http://www.wyomingnews.com/articles/2010/05/24/news/20local_05-24-10.txt


Duncan defending NCLB. Duncan had said that the administration worked extensively to expand funding for
school districts.

Read more:

News coverage:

www.businessweek.com/news/2010-06-07/no-child-left-behind-challenge-rejected-by-u-s-supreme-
court.html
www.boston.com/news/education/k_12/articles/2010/06/08/
high_court_wont_take_up_no_child_left_behind_case/
www.detnews.com/article/20100608/METRO02/6080367/1026/SCHOOLS/Justices-dismiss-Pontiac-
schools-lawsuit

 

Total Current Expenditures per Pupil in 2007-08, by Locale and
Poverty Level

 

Source: NCES (2010). Condition of Education 2010. Retrieved from
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2010028.

 

The RPM-PX Take on a Report Exploring Practices in Successful
"Turnaround" Schools

This resource is for Rural School Innovation Network members only. Click here for information on joining.

There is no single solution to improving persistently low-performing schools; instead improvement takes a
variety of supports and strategies and will work differently in the unique circumstances of individual schools.
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