
North Carolina Rural Education Working Group 
 
How we got started:  The NCREWG was begun as part of a Rural Trust project in northeastern North 
Carolina.  The state had a school-funding lawsuit and the courts found that every child should receive a 
“sound, basic education.”  The courts have left it up to the legislature to figure out what that means.  Right 
now the differences in what urban/suburban districts can provide their students versus what poor rural 
districts can provide is very obvious.  And due to distance and sparsity, rural people are not well organized 
to voice their opinions in the statehouse.  This group hopes to change that.   
 
Resources:  The Rural Trust has provided a part time person to work on recruiting and facilitating 
meetings, which happen every other month.  At the meetings, participants share their local work, 
brainstorm ideas for local solutions, learn organizing skills and learn about policies and funding decisions 
that affect their schools.  During the coming year, a very important “costing out” study will be conducted to 
determine what it would cost to provide each child with a “sound basic education.”  NC REWG will be 
well positioned to speak on behalf of the rural schools in their districts.  
 
Lessons learned: 
 

1. It is important to understand the policy context in which we are working.  We cannot be effective 
unless we understand our history and have some sense of where things are headed.  

2. We needed to target a certain region of the state for the work, because NC is very big and it takes 
over eight hours to travel from one end to the other.  We set a membership goal for our first three 
years of work and targeted the eastern part of the sate.  

3. In the beginning, we relied on established networks of other groups, such as the NAACP, the NC 
Council of Churches, non-profits and CDCs in the area for contacts.  

4. Recruiting is ongoing, time consuming and labor intensive.  It takes time to assemble a strong 
committed group.  The first people to show up may not stay, though some will be faithful for 
years.   

5. It takes skills, experience and luck to recruit the “right” people.  Not everyone is interested in 
policy work or in building power. Not everyone is in a position to be an advocate; it could affect 
their jobs.  

6. Breaking down isolation is exhilarating for rural people who have labored, often alone, for years.  
Building community feeling is essential for the group to hold together.  

7. Meetings are expensive, even if you are only paying for gas and lunch, so it is important to know 
why you are meeting and have a solid agenda.   

8. It is important to have a diverse group, but not always easy.    In NC, our population is about 22% 
African American, about 8% Hispanic and about 68 % white.  Sometimes people say things that 
are hurtful to others because they don’t know others’ experiences.  It takes time to learn and you 
have to be willing to be brave and take chances.  

9. Unless you are in a crisis, it takes time to decide on the issues that are most important for the 
group to pursue, but that should happen by the end of the first year.   

10. Once you have set your goals and a strategy for achieving the goals, be sure to set some interim 
steps that you can celebrate on your way to victory.  

11. We are slowly learning the state legislative process.  We are establishing relationships with 
legislators so that we can turn to them in the future.  We are also learning about the state board of 
education and trying to establish relationships with employees at the department of education.   

12. Taking action is important for the morale and the momentum of the group.  Actions must be 
chosen very carefully, but the purpose is both to learn and to eventually have success in what you 
are trying to change.   

13. Don’t hesitate to contact more experienced organizers for advice—we have all been there and all 
made mistakes! 


