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Fiscal Inequity, Achievement Gaps
Linked in Rural Oregon

The level of fiscal resources available
to school districts significantly influ-
ences educational outcomes in rural Or-
egon. A new study by the Rural Trust
investigates the relationship between
academic achievement and the distribu-
tion of resources in Oregon and finds
that rural districts facing the greatest
challenges receive the fewest resources
and have the lowest levels of academic
achievement.

By contrast, rural districts facing the
fewest challenges receive the most re-
sources and have the highest levels of
achievement. What’s more, the study finds
that the influence of per pupil funding lev-
els on student achievement is stronger
than the influence of poverty.

The study was prompted in part by
Oregon’s ranking in Why Rural Matters
2005 (WRM) as the U.S. state with the
greatest inequity in per-pupil funding
among rural school districts. WRM also
documented relatively high rural poverty
and high percentages of rural English Lan-
guage Learners. In addition, it found that
student-teacher ratios and percentage of
spending on transportation were higher in
rural than urban districts. In a separate re-
port, Oregon’s Securing Adequate Funding
for Education Taskforce (SAFET) identified
a “dramatic” academic gap in Oregon.

In this new report, the Rural Trust used
a variety of statistical procedures that

Broader Curriculum Does Not Equal Higher
Achievement in Iowa

There is no relationship between the number of high school
credits offered and the proficiency levels of 11th grade students
on Iowa’s state-mandated tests in reading and math. These find-
ings refute assertions by some policy leaders in Iowa that small
high schools cannot offer a broad enough curriculum for students
to achieve at high levels and should, therefore, be consolidated.

The investigation of the relationship between school size and
proficiency levels is part of a larger study conducted by the Rural
Trust that will be released this spring.

In the graph, the curving line that begins just below 50 on the
left and ends at just below 200 on the right represents the number
of high school credits offered by the school district. The two jagged
up and down lines represent the proficiency level of each school
district (a total of 334). If school districts offering more credits
produced better results, then we would expect to see the lines rep-
resenting math and reading proficiency levels follow the general
pattern of the line representing number of credits offered. That is
not the case. In fact, there is a slight downward trend in profi-
ciency as the number of credits offered increases.

RPM Expands
Online

With this issue, RPM launches
an expanded online version avail-
able at www.ruraledu.org/rpm.
RPM-Online will provide addi-
tional information related to se-
lected items in the print version.
It will also include occasional
items and feature stories that ap-
pear only online.

RPM-Online, March 2006, edi-
tion includes:

• Expanded Rural School
Funding News

• Advocates Walk 128 Miles to
Save Two Maine Schools

• What States Are Doing
About Consolidation

Notes: All data was obtained from the Iowa Department of
Education and is available to the general public. A total of
35 districts were excluded from the analysis: 10 districts
that have more than one high school (the available data
does not allow for distinguishing among the different high
schools in terms of credits offered) and 25 districts for
which no achievement data was reported by the IDE.

continued on page 2

Q. In how many states are more than 50% of schools located in rural areas? See page 4.

Does the Number of Credits Offered Affect
Student Achievement?
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South Carolina Consolidation
Proposal Raises Complex Issues

In the wake of a court order man-
dating early childhood education and
improvements in lower elementary
education, some South Carolina legis-
lators have proposed consolidating
school districts as a way to save money
that could be spent for these court-or-
dered purposes. They propose a com-
mission to recommend which of the
state’s 85 districts to consolidate.

This despite the fact that a 2004
State Legislative Audit Committee
study reported that there was not much
to be gained by consolidation and a
2003 Education Oversight Committee
report that concluded consolidation
might improve efficiency, but also
might lower student achievement.

South Carolina already has one of
the largest scale local school systems
in the nation. In our report, Why Ru-
ral Matters 2005, South Carolina
ranked fifth among states in the nation
on a variable measuring the size of ru-
ral schools and rural school districts.

The school governance system in South
Carolina is also one of the most complex
in the nation. Some counties have a single
countywide district, others are split be-
tween a larger municipality district and a
“rest-of-the-county” district, and yet oth-
ers have as many as seven school districts.
Certain school boards are elected, some
appointed, and others partly elected and
partly appointed. Some counties have in-
dependent budget authority and others
must have their budgets approved by lo-
cal municipal or county authorities. Sev-
eral district school boards can levy taxes
freely, others can tax within state approved
limits, but others have to take whatever
the county commission gives them. This
patchwork quilt of authority and circum-
stance is, in large part, a legacy of Jim
Crowe provisions in state law that were
designed to limit the legal, economic, and
political rights and influence of African
Americans well into the 20th century.

The issue of race is never far from the
surface in South Carolina, and when it

comes to consolidation, the issue is es-
pecially complex. For example, consoli-
dation with a wealthier district might
provide more access to revenue for poor
rural districts that are largely African-
American. But, it might also mean loss
of local spending authority or loss of
elected African-American officials on
some school boards. It would not nec-
essarily provide access to additional rev-
enue unless strong provisions were in
place to ensure equitable allocation of
resources among the schools in the
newly enlarged district.

Also under consideration is a switch
to greater reliance on sales tax and less
on property tax. This would likely be
accompanied by a shift toward greater
state control over local budgets, a move
with unpredictable results for poor ru-
ral districts. Many rural advocates ex-
pect the worst.

South Carolina is the first home of
the Brown v. the Board of Education
school desegregation case. (Five cases
were consolidated into one, and the first
of the five to be filed was the South
Carolina case). After the Brown deci-
sion, desegregation was thwarted in

continued on page 3

In small schools, the challenges of re-
sponding are intensified because enroll-
ment losses are frequently spread over
all grade levels, making it difficult to
eliminate teaching positions to balance
the budget. Districts with declining en-
rollment—like almost all districts—are
faced with decreased revenue at the same
time many educational expenses, such as
health care, utilities, and special educa-
tion are increasing. To make matters
worse, these districts often have decreas-
ing capacity to generate local revenue to
make up for losses in state funding.

What to Do?
There are no easy answers to alleviat-

ing financial and other problems associ-
ated with declining enrollment. However,
a new policy brief published by the Ru-
ral Trust suggests 20 policy directions
that can help cushion the negative im-
pact of rural declining enrollment.

Many of the recommendations focus
on ways in which state funding formulas

can respond to districts that are experi-
encing enrollment decline. These include
using a rolling average or hold-harmless
provision to calculate student enrollment
so that decreases in funding are spread
over several years and providing substan-
tial supplemental aid based on low enroll-
ment or population sparsity.

In addition, the report offers strate-
gies that districts can use to save money,
such as forming inter-district collab-
oratives and using distance-learning
technologies. It also features some cre-
ative ways districts have worked to sta-
bilize or reverse enrollment decline.

Declining enrollment is a condition,
not a fate, and equilibrium is usually
achieved over time. Schools are an im-
portant component of reversing eco-
nomic fortunes in both rural and central
city settings, so ensuring that they have
adequate resources is an important policy
concern. Just as importantly, children
who remain in communities have a right
to a high quality education close to home.

The policy brief, Breaking the Fall:
Cushioning the Impact of Rural Declin-
ing Enrollment, is available, free, at
www.ruraledu.org/decliningenrollment.

found disparity in the distribution of re-
sources and consistently suggested that
the level of fiscal resources available to
districts has a significant effect on edu-
cational outcomes.

The finding that per pupil funding lev-
els influence student achievement more
than poverty does is atypical. It suggests
that, in Oregon, equity and adequacy in
the distribution of funding for public
education are especially crucial.

Collectively, the findings describe a
pattern in which the distribution of re-
sources appears to be compounding,
rather than mitigating, socioeconomic
disparities and working against efforts to
close achievement gaps.

Results also indicate that the inequi-
table distribution of resources on a per
pupil basis is not the result of the smaller
scale of schooling in some parts of the
state, a conclusion that supports findings
from the recent SAFET report suggesting
that school or district consolidation would
be a poor policy choice. The full Rural
Trust study is slated for release this spring.

Declining Enrollment
from page 4

Fiscal Inequity in Oregon
from page 1
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many South Carolina communities by
the establishment of some 120 private
academies for white children, and signifi-
cant race and wealth inequality remain
today. Any plan that alters the structure
of local school governance or the way
local tax revenue is collected and distrib-
uted is likely to produce complex conse-
quences for poor rural school districts.

For more information about state
consolidation proposals visit RPM-Online
at www.ruraledu.org/rpm. You will also
find there a story about rural education
advocates in Maine who led a 128-mile
relay style walk to the state capital in Au-
gusta to save two rural schools.

Amanda Adler to Direct Rural
Education Finance Center

Amanda Adler, a South Carolina at-
torney, began February 1 as Director of
the Rural Education Finance Center.
Prior to joining the Rural Trust staff, she
worked for five years at the South Caro-
lina Appleseed Legal Justice Center on
an education law project.

Amanda helped the Rural Trust’s
partner in South Carolina, the South
Carolina Rural Education Grassroots
Committee, to produce a report, Build-
ing Stronger Rural Schools, and to file
an amicus curiae brief in the recently
decided South Carolina school finance
case. She has attended the Rural Edu-
cation Working Group and worked

closely with our Field Services staff in
South Carolina.

Amanda holds a Juris Doctor degree
from University of South Carolina
School of Law, and a B.A. in political sci-
ence from Emory University. She is also
a former teacher and taught social stud-
ies for five years in DeKalb County,
Georgia and French for two years in
Spartanburg, South Carolina.

Amanda replaces Greg Malhoit, who
left the Finance Center to teach law at
the North Carolina Central University
law school. Greg continues to provide
advice and support to the Rural Trust on
school finance issues.

New Jersey State Board
Sides with Rural Schools

The New Jersey State Board of Educa-
tion agreed with 16 rural districts that
they are not able to provide a “thorough
and efficient” education for their students,
but stopped short of recommending that
they receive the same additional funding
as the Abbott districts in the state. Abbott
districts, the plaintiffs in the original 1990
Abbott v. Burke school finance case, re-
ceive additional funding, preschool, and
other supports from the state.

The 16 rural districts comprise the
majority of the plaintiff districts from the
1997 Bacon lawsuit, which claimed that
these non-urban districts needed the
same Abbott-type assistance from the
state. A series of hearings since 1997 rec-
ommended that five of those districts be
granted Abbott relief, but only one was
approved for relief by the state’s Educa-
tion Commissioner. Nine of the 16 Ba-
con districts appealed that decision to the
State Board of Education. The Board’s re-
sponse acknowledges that the education
these districts are able to provide is far
from adequate because the state funding
formula provides insufficient funding for
such essentials as preschool, programs
for at-risk and special education stu-
dents, and other components of a high
quality education. The Board ordered the
Commissioner to conduct a needs assess-
ment for those districts and called for the

creation of a unified statewide system
that balances home rule with a guaran-
tee that all children get an adequate edu-
cation no matter where they live. A new
funding system would require involve-
ment from the legislature and the gov-
ernor. The districts hope for more
immediate fiscal relief and plan to seek
appellate review of the case.

For more information go to
www.pressofatlanticcity.com/news/edu-
cation/story/5809441p-5825509c.html.

Oklahoma Education
Association Files Funding
Lawsuit

A lawsuit filed by the Oklahoma Edu-
cation Association (OEA) claims that
Oklahoma’s school finance system fails to
provide adequate funding to enable local
school districts to meet their instruc-
tional and capital needs, thereby depriv-
ing students of their constitutional right
to education. OEA alleges that school dis-
tricts lack the resources needed to meet
state curriculum requirements and state
and federal accountability standards.

Some lawmakers from rural areas fear
the suit will lead to the consolidation of
small school districts and cite develop-
ments in Arkansas as reason for their
concern. A measure with bi-partisan
backing has been filed in the Oklahoma
senate that would give voters a chance
to amend the constitution to prohibit any

school consolidation unless approved
by a majority of voters in each of the
affected school districts. For more in-
formation go to www.enidnews.com/
localnews/local_story_354001919.html

Arizona Misses Court
Deadline, Forced
to Pay Fines

Arizona has missed a court-imposed
January deadline to develop a plan to
help limited English proficient students,
and as a result, must pay $500,000 per
day in fines. This amount could rise to
as much as $2 million per day if future
deadlines are missed.

The December ruling directed the leg-
islature to adequately fund programs for
some 154,000 English Language Learn-
ers. About 10% of students in Arizona’s
rural districts have limited English pro-
ficiency. An Arizona law prohibits bilin-
gual education, so help for these students
must be remedial in nature. Seventy-five
percent of Arizona’s English Language
Learners are U.S. citizens. Governor
Janet Napolitano has vetoed two bills au-
thorizing the funding because they con-
tained tuition tax credits for these
students to attend private school.

More about the story is available at
www.azcentral.com/arizonarepublic/
local/articles/0207english-learner
02070.html

For additional RSFN stories, visit
RPM-Online at www.ruraledu.org/rpm.

South Carolina Proposal
Raises Complex Issues
from page 2
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INSIDE:
Broader Curriculum Does Not Equal Higher Achievement in Iowa

Suffering from Declining Enrollment?
A new report offers some strategies that can help

Is your district struggling to operate
because you have fewer students than
you used to have? If so, you are not alone.
Declining enrollment is a problem faced
by many rural districts. Projections by
the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics anticipate student enrollment de-
creases in all states in the Northeast and
Midwest. Other states will see overall en-
rollment rise. But even within those
states, some districts will lose enroll-
ment. Because economic and demo-
graphic changes are the major causes of
declining enrollment, it is likely that
many districts, especially rural ones, will

find themselves dealing with the impact
of losing students.

The most difficult and immediate di-
lemmas for schools with declining en-
rollment are economic. In most states,
funding for education is based on the
number of enrolled students. When en-
rollment declines, revenues drop—
sometimes dramatically.

Schools and districts with declining
enrollment usually see an increase in per-
pupil costs. That’s because many educa-
tional expenses are fixed or nearly fixed.

continued on page 2

A. Eleven. Alaska, Iowa, Kansas, Maine,
Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, Oklahoma,

South Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming.

Register Today for the Fifth Annual
Rural Education Working Group!

Taking Back Our Schools
and Communities
April 21–23, 2006

Join rural activists from across the country in the fifth annual Rural Education Working
Group meeting to Develop skills in organizing and fundraising; Build strategies to
change education policy and conduct research; Learn about school funding, drop-
out/push-out, consolidation, community development and schools; and Make life-long
friends with activists working to protect and improve rural schools and communities.

Registration is $100. Limited scholarship assistance available. For application
form contact Kelly Brown at kelly.brown@ruraledu.org or 802-728-5899 or down-
load at www.ruraledu.org.

�
Whispering Woods

Conference Center,
Olive Branch, Mississippi
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