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Issues Discussed at White House Meeting on Rural Education

May 22, 2009

• Office of Rural Education:  The group strongly agreed to the need for the establishment

of an Office of Rural Education within the Department of Education.  In the past, the U.S.

Department of Education’s attention to rural schools and their students have been

sporadic. Policy makers and educators lack the information they need to understand rural

school problems and to craft solutions.  It should not be in name only, but have a

functioning staff and access to the Secretary.  This office’s main responsibility will be to

make sure the needs of rural school districts are met when policy decisions are made at the

Department.

• Rural Education Research: There was general agreement on the need for major

investments in research focused on rural education. It was strongly suggested that research

funding and related-research support be located in the Institute of Education Sciences

(IES) to advance the body of knowledge, and increase the quality of research on rural

schools and education in rural areas.  Discussion focused on the need for research that did

not just extrapolate from studies of urban education.  Fundamental studies on such issues

as teacher recruitment, school financing, student achievement, demographic

transformations and bilingual education, and school-work transitions that could support

rural communities were noted as among the topics where sustained research could

importantly enable policy and planning.  Mention was also made of the need to examine

the adequacy of data for small area studies, to encourage rural research using statewide

longitudinal databases, and to link education indicators to other measures of community

well-being (e.g. health-related data).  IES was emphasized as the appropriate location

within the Department of Education to support rigorous, peer-reviewed study of the

highest merit.

• Best Practices:  Concerns were also expressed about the absence of any nationally based

mechanism or network by which rural schools can disseminate best practices or programs/

curricula to the rural school community.  Discussion focused on whether or how the

Department of Education (Office of Rural Education Policy Research – see above) could

develop a dissemination network (Clearinghouse) to identify “best practices” approaches/

programs/curricula with proven results that could be shared nationwide.  The need for a

sound strategy to communicate successful programs to the rural school community was

also noted.

• Administration’s FY 2010 Budget Request:  Rural schools are concerned about the

unintended consequences of President Obama’s budget proposal.  There seems to be a

conscious move away from formula grants to competitive grants.  This strategy will hurt

small and/or rural school districts that do not have the administrative capacity to apply

and compete for competitive grants.  Specifically, the cuts in Title I, the elimination of

Safe and Drug Free Schools and the cut in Education Technology to the point that the

formula grant would no longer be operational.

• Title I formula: The Title I formula hurts small and rural school districts because it

targets dollars based on large numbers of poor students rather than basing on percentages

of low-income students. Rural school districts often have enrollments with larger



percentages of low-income students enrolled than larger districts, but because the formula is numbers driven, a rural school

district apportionment of Title I dollars is considerable less than what is provided urban districts.  There needs to be a

formula change in the ESEA reauthorization that provides equitable funding for percentages of low-income enrollment

versus using raw numbers.  In addition, the lack of Title I funding in rural schools creates significant barriers in promoting

family engagement and the implementation of the parental involvement provisions required under Title I – Section 1118.

Research demonstrates that family engagement increases academic achievement regardless of parents’ education level,

ethnicity or socioeconomic status.

• Qualified Teachers: Teacher recruitment and retention continues to present problems to rural districts and tribal

communities.  Recruitment incentives should be explored, i.e. similar to certain rural health programs that attract medical

personnel to rural areas, i.e. student loan forgiveness, housing and spousal employment.  A “grow your own” strategy should

be explored where students would be encouraged to become teachers and return to their communities.  For Indian country,

we suggest refunding the Technical Assistance Centers for Indian Education.

• Testing: The issue of testing for testing sake was discussed (AYP) – Too often schools are simply teaching for test

preparation, putting undue stress on students.  The AYP approach needs to be reviewed in preparation for ESEA

reauthorization.

• School Facilities: Facility problems remain a rural education problem.  Little or lack of any real bonding authority

(capacity) limits many rural school districts from either building new or renovating old buildings.  Using the economic

stimulus bail out  for the auto industry as a template, a revolving educational facility loan program should be explored where

by school districts in low-income rural areas could borrow dollars for capital projects at a low interest rate amortized over

15 to 20 years.

• Indian Education: Strengthen and support the governments federal trust responsibility toward the education of Native

students at the Department of Education by taking the following actions:

! Re-elevate the position of the Director of Indian education to an Assistant Secretary. When the Department of

Education was created, the position was identified as Deputy Assistant Secretary of Indian Education and was then

formally changed in 1981 to Director of Indian Education Programs.  Subsequently, the position which was a

Senior Executive Service (SES) has been reduced to a GS slot. Indian education crosses almost every office within

the Department of Education.  It is essential to have a centralized position, reporting to the Secretary, to ensure that

the unique educational needs of Indian children are being considered.

! Facilitate the coordination of the federal government, states and tribal governments in developing the educational

standards and related assessments through the newly created Assistant Secretary’s office.

! Strength the existing memorandum of understanding with the Department of the Interior to support increased

collaboration and coordination strategies to improve the academic achievement for Native students.

• Improving the access of rural school districts to other federal categorical programs:   Make it easier for rural districts

to apply for and integrate various federal categorical programs based on local school district need: heath providers and care,

counseling, juvenile justice, homelessness, social services, before and after school programs, 21st Century. Breaking down

programmatic silos via greater interagency collaboration, reducing competitive grants and moving more toward formulas,

making the HUD and NCLB definition of homeless similar and encouraging community schools.  This is not designed to

eliminate or consolidate programs, but to add to their effectiveness in increasing achievement and serving the needs of both

students and families.

• Non-Profit Usage:  Shoring up the non-profits that use both governmental and nongovernmental funding and provide vital

services to students and families.  Many non-profits are reducing their services, or disbanding, partially as a result of the

economy, and often due to demographics and population shifts. Quite simply, rural schools and families are often forgotten.

• Administration Support for Rural School Districts:  President Obama and Secretary Duncan need to provide “voice” and

support to rural school districts.  There is a feeling t hat, without pitting urban against rural, that the president and secretary

are only interested in urban school districts. We would urge meetings with rural educators and bringing rural educators into

positions within the Department of Education.

• NAEP Oversample for Rural:  Currently, the U.S. Department of Education conducts an oversample of urban schools with

NAEP in order to breakdown achievement specific results for urban students.  It was suggested that this be done for rural

schools as well so similar analysis can take place.


