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Facts and Figures About Rural School District Sizes

Question: What is the average (median) size of a rural school district in the U.S.?

Answer: The average rural district in the U.S. enrolls 533 students. In 21 states more than half of all districts
are smaller than the U.S. average.

Source: Why Rural Matters 2013–14.

 

Why Rural Matters 2013-14 Released

The Rural Trust has released Why Rural Matters 2013–14. The report is the seventh in a
biennial series analyzing the contexts and conditions of rural education in each of the 50
states.

The report, authored by Jerry Johnson, Daniel Showalter, Robert Klein, and Christine Lester, is
a widely-referenced examination of issues in rural education. It highlights the complexity of
rural education and the variety of schools, districts, student demographics, policy contexts,
and socioeconomic circumstances in rural places across the country. 

As in previous reports, the goal is to call attention to the need for policymakers to address rural education
issues in their states. This year’s report includes 24 indicators organized in five gauges.

Gauges and Indicators

Each edition of Why Rural Matters uses a slightly different set of indicators and gauges through which to
consider issues affecting rural education in each state. This variety reflects the many ways in which factors
affecting rural schools can be considered. 

The Importance Gauge includes indicators related to the number and percentage rural students, schools,
small rural districts; state education funds allocated to rural districts; and the total number of rural students.

The Student and Family Diversity Gauge measures the percentage and number of rural minority students
as well as the percentage of rural students learning English and those with Individualized Education Plan. The
gauge also measures the percentage of rural household mobility.

The Socioeconomic Challenges Gauge, appearing for the first time since the 2007 edition of Why Rural
Matters, considers economic challenges in rural communities. It includes percentage of rural adults with a high
school diploma; percentage of rural students eligible for Title I; and percentage of rural students eligible for
free or reduced price lunches. In addition the gauge includes rural adult unemployment rate and rural median
household income.
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The Educational Policy Context Gauge examines ways in which each state addresses rural education issues
in state policy. Indicators include rural instructional expenditures per pupil; salary expenditures; ratio of
instructional to transportation expenditures; median organizational scale; and state revenue to schools per local
dollar.

The Educational Outcomes Gauge measures fourth and eighth grade scores on National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) reading and math tests.

Each state is given a priority ranking in each gauge and an overall ranking. Although indicators have varied
from report to report over the series, certain states consistently rank high in terms of both importance (how
much rural education affects the state's overall educational outcomes) and urgency (the relative challenges
facing rural education in the state). 

These consistently high-ranking states are concentrated in the South, Southwest, and Appalachia. They tend to
have relatively large rural populations, multiple challenges, and policy environments that need strengthening to
improve rural outcomes. 

Within states there is significant variation among rural schools. Those with high concentrations of poverty and
other challenges are typically concentrated in geographic regions. The authors caution that state averages can
mask these variations and note that all states have both challenges and opportunities with regard to rural
education, regardless of their relative rankings. 

Early childhood education

Why Rural Matters (WRM) 2013–14 includes a new section on early childhood education and development. The
conditions in which children spend their earliest years have significant bearing on children’s educational
attainment and other outcomes.

The report considers key factors in child development, including economic and social prosperity, early care and
education, teen parenting, adverse early experiences, mental health, breastfeeding rate and duration, childcare
quality and affordability, and early disparities in learning and social-emotional development.

The section includes a state-by-state summary of characteristics of rural children and an extensive set of
information and links to data and programs related to early childhood.

Highlights of Why Rural Matters 2013–14

Nearly 10,000,000 rural students. Almost ten million public school students in the U.S. were enrolled in rural
school districts in the 2010–11 school year. That number accounts for 20% of the nation’s total public school
enrollment.

Increasing numbers of rural students. The total population of rural students continues to grow. Growth in rural
school districts increased while enrollment in non-rural districts decreased over the same time period.

Increasing poverty. Not only is total enrollment in rural schools growing, but the percentages of students who
are eligible for free or reduced priced lunch increased from 41% to 46.6% between 2008–09 and 2010–11.

Increasing numbers of minority students. Rural schools are becoming more diverse. Between 2008–09 and
2010–11, minority enrollment in rural districts grew by 5.1%

Rural education: an important part of the national education landscape

Rural school enrollment continues to grow and rural education issues are becoming more complex. These
trends are widespread but most intense in the South, Southwest, and parts of Appalachia.

Rural education is an important part of the national education landscape, one that needs the attention of
policymakers.

Read more:

Why Rural Matters 2013–14:
www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=3181

 

A Rural Teacher Makes a Tough Decision
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Editor’s Note: Some non-essential details have been altered to protect the identity of the featured teacher and
school.

By most any measure Ms. Johnson was a dream applicant for the rural school she began teaching in this past
fall.

She is certified at both middle and high school levels in a hard-to-staff STEM subject.
She has taught successfully in neighboring states with a track record of good test scores and good
relationships with students.
Her family is from a rural region of the same state and she lives in a neighboring rural community
where her children attended the diverse, high-poverty local rural public school.
She likes a small school setting and understands that the advantage of getting to know students and
their families well is accompanied by the demands of multiple preparations and extra co-curricular
duties. She thinks the demands are worth the opportunities.

Hamlet High, where Ms.Johnson works, is the smallest, highest-poverty, and most remote school in its
countywide district, which also includes a small university town. More than 70% of students at the school
qualify for free and reduced lunch; 55% of students are white, 36% African-American, and 6% Latino.

Despite first-year-at-a-new-school jitters, Ms. Johnson immediately liked the school, the students, her special
education co-teacher, and the administration’s stated philosophy. Other teachers were friendly.

Ms. Johnson arrived early, alternated morning bus duty with two other teachers, kept the athletic gate on
Thursday evenings, and tutored four afternoons a week. She prepped five classes and spent most evenings
and long weekends getting up to speed on a new and highly controversial state curriculum. 

“I know that the first year is the hardest,” she says. “But I was optimistic about the work load and felt like I
would settle in. After all, I love teaching and had always managed just fine, even when all my kids were young
and living at home.”

Early signs

Ms. Johnson, like many new teachers across the country, was hired at the last minute, just a few days before
school started. “I know it’s hard for districts, especially in tough budget times to know where they will need
teachers,” she says. “But if I had known I had the job earlier I would have done a lot of prep in the summer.”

The more troubling problem was the lack of academic and professional support—some of which appears
directly related to the demographics of Hamlet. “There are not enough books for all the students and only a
couple of computers in my classroom,” she says. “I was never given a teacher’s manual or codes for online
access to teacher support materials, even though I keep asking.”

Midway through the year Ms. Johnson learned that the other district high schools were using a special support
program in her subject, a program not available at Hamlet. “The longer I’m here the more I realize that this
school doesn’t get the resources the other schools get. It’s very unfair.”

Faculty members were friendly and Ms. Johnson felt supported by the other teacher in her subject area. But
there were no structured opportunities for teachers at Hamlet to collaborate, no venues to talk about students
or teaching. When teachers spoke up at rare faculty meetings, ideas were shot down. Success was met with
chiding to do even better. “I know teachers have ideas, but they’re discouraged,” Johnson says. “Everything is
top-down. It starts at the state and goes right down through the district to the school. Teachers don’t feel like
they have any say.”

Disciplined for failure

The lack of say became a big problem for Ms. Johnson when one of her students was sent to the Alternative
School, almost certainly dooming him to fail ninth grade.

“You have to understand that this school says it’s very strict about discipline,” Johnson explains. “But they
don’t pay attention to teachers about what would help. Instead it’s focused on punishing. I got chastised for
not writing up students for things I could easily manage.”

Because Ms. Johnson believes that good instruction is rooted in strong positive relationships with students, she
found the punitive orientation disruptive and counter-productive. 

The incident that got Johnson’s student sent to Alternative School was a Zero Tolerance issue. As is the case in
many schools, the district's policy is to remove any student involved in a physical fight, regardless of who
started it. 



The incident happened in the hallway near Johnson's classroom. “First of all, the incident was not worth
sending anyone to Alternative School for,” Johnson says. “It probably could have been prevented in the first
place if there were more supports for good behavior. Second, they sent both students to Alternative School.
There's some indication the student who started the fight just wanted the other kid out of Hamlet. But there's
no protections for that kid.”

Johnson was furious. “This student didn't do anything. He's a great kid. He struggles in this subject, but he
works really hard and he was making good progress. Getting sent to Alternative School will be hard on him
personally and it won't be able to provide him the extra support he needs in this subject. It will be nearly
impossible for him to pass. If he doesn’t pass, he can’t graduate because there's not room in the schedule to
make up the course. His only changes will be to stay in school an extra year&emdash;so he could make up a
class he would have passed if he had not been punished for something that is not his fault. It’s that simple. His
future, his whole life could really be harmed by this. I talked to everyone I could and was told ‘this is the
policy, this is what we do.’ It makes my blood boil.”

Tested and evaluated for failure

Johnson says she knew when she started the year that testing pressure was intense, but she had not
considered all the ramifications, nor how testing would interact with teacher and administrative evaluations.

“All these kids have ever known is a testing environment. And because the sanctions are so severe, the
teachers wind up teaching the kids little tricks. I don’t blame the teachers. Or the kids. But this is a cumulative
subject and the tricks that work for 8th grade content don’t work for the content in 11th grade.”

In addition, the state’s new curriculum makes little sense. “It introduces something, then jumps to something
else,” Johnson says. “It’s really hard to make this curriculum work so that students can actually learn what they
need to know. It’s almost like they want students to fail.”

Two of Johnson’s classes had end-of-course tests that are factored into their final grades, and many students
started the year behind. “They didn’t have all the concepts they need to do work at this level. So, we’ve
worked really hard all year,” Johnson says. It is one reason she does so much after school tutoring. “The
students have made huge progress. If they make this much progress next year they will be back on track. But
a lot of them won’t get there in time for the test, which is this year.”

And here’s where teacher evaluations come into play. “So my evaluation is tied to my students’ end-of-course
test scores like this,” Johnson explains. “If the grades I give my students are more than a few points off the
score they make on the state end-of-course exam, I fail my evaluation. Mind you, this is a new curriculum and
no one knows what the test will be. And if I fail my evaluation, that downgrades my principal’s evaluation.”

“So where does that leave me as a teacher?” Johnson continues. “I can fail students who have worked hard
and made huge progress and are on track to learn the content before graduation. My evaluation and the
principal’s come out better if I do that. But what kind of message does that send students about effort and
their ability to turn things around? If I give those students a failing grade, many of them won’t or can’t
graduate. One test score has huge consequences for their lives. I cannot in good conscious fail them when
they have worked so hard to put themselves in position to succeed in the long run. It makes no sense.”

Ultimately it was this conflict that persuaded Johnson to make a heart-breaking decision. “I’m a teacher, my
job is to help students learn what they need to be successful, to see that their hard work can pay off. But the
policies that I have to follow if I’m going to be a teacher force me to do things that are harmful to young
people and will damage their futures. I just can’t do that. It breaks my heart to leave, the students say: ‘oh,
no, don’t go; we’re learning this; it’s fun.’ And I can’t tell them that if I were to stay I’d be pressured to fail
them.”

Final scores

The date for signing next year’s contracts in Hamlet’s district was weeks before the end-of-course tests.
Johnson waited past the deadline. Finally, she signed on the line declining a position in the 2014–15 school
year.

“There’s a quality of life issue for me,” she says, “to have to work so hard with so little support and so little
influence. But the real thing is what we’re doing to kids who have the most obstacles in their way. It’s just
wrong.”

Earlier this month test scores were released. Johnson’s students scored the highest in the district, matching
those of the university town school. The town school, overwhelming white, with a poverty rate less than two-
thirds of Hamlet’s also has a concentration of resources and students with highly educated parents. It is



positioned to outscore most of the state.

The scores affirmed the efforts and abilities of Hamlet students. Johnson was elated. But she was also
frustrated.

“As soon as they heard the scores were in, students started rushing to my room.” Johnson say she did her best
to protect student privacy, but it was difficult. Despite a relatively high rate of students passing the test, many
students missed the cut score. There was no containing the emotion. 

“The students who ‘failed’ almost all started crying or they got really mad,” Johnson says. She told students
that although the test was a factor in their final grade, it didn’t necessarily mean they couldn’t pass the class.

She created personalized plans for students to bring their grades up and continued after-school tutoring. When
Johnson assigned final grades she counted effort and progress. “If the student was very close to a passing
grade, had worked hard all year, and was on track to catching up, I passed them. No single test should
determine the future of a teenager,” she says. 

Johnson knows she could make a choice that preserves her students' opportunities for long-term success
because her evaluation does not matter. She knows that's a choice many teachers don't have.  

"I knew that things had changed in schools," Johnson says. "But I didn't realize how many things are working
against students. Most people don't know. All these changes just about guarantee that some students will fail.
It's worse for students whose families are struggling, but it is affecting everyone. Anyone can be unlucky at
some point."

Johnson says that her year at Hamlet has given her a much bigger perspective on what is happening in public
education. "All these changes are subtle and maybe one at a time they don't seem that important. But they
add up. It's counter-productive discipline; it's curriculum that makes no developmental sense; it's hinging an
individual child's future on a test; it's taking away opportunities for teachers to relate well to students and each
other; it's the hierarchy of evaluations that punish everyone in schools."

Johnson notes that her state is rapidly expanding charter schools and that those schools don't have nearly as
many restrictions on curriculum, testing, and teachers as regular schools. "You can't help but think that these
policies are driven by people who want public schools to appear to be failing, to make schools intolerable for
many students and families, to push them out," she observes. "It's time everyone starts paying attention.
There are real consequences to these things."

 

Early Childhood Supports Key

As research increasingly demonstrates the importance of a child’s early years—including prenatal care—for
lifelong health and success, advocates are looking to find and implement more strategies to ensure that all
children get the support they need.

A new guide examines what states can and are doing to put in place the supports and policies that support
young children and their families.

“Building High Quality Early Support Systems for Children and Families” was released this month by the
National Opportunity to Learn Campaign, Broader, Bolder Approach to Education, and Opportunity Action. It
opens with key research findings about how the failure to support young children and their families affects the
nation’s educational and economic outcomes. It explores four key areas in which state policies can improve
outcomes and presents examples of programs in place across the country that are making a difference.

A nation lagging

In recent years there has been increasing concern about and media attention to U.S. academic outcomes
compared to those of other countries. But far less attention has been given to the circumstances of America’s
children as compared to those in other similarly developed nations.

The differences are stark. For example, according to “Building High Quality Early Support System for Children
and Families,” only 50% of children in the U.S. attend publicly supported pre-school, compared to 85% in peer
nations. More children live in poverty in the U.S. than in any other developed nation except Romania; half of
America’s children qualify for free or reduced lunch and a quarter live in deep poverty. The rate of premature
births in the U.S. equals that of Sudan.

http://www.otlcampaign.org/resources/building-high-quality-early-childhood-education-support-systems
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http://www.opportunityaction.org/


Challenges are likely to increase as the U.S. becomes more diverse. Children of color make up nearly half of all
U.S. children, and 10% of children are learning English.

Across the country outcomes vary significantly by state, demonstrating that state policy and economic
conditions have real bearing on the life possibilities of children. For example, premature births constitute 9% of
births in Vermont and Oregon, but 17% in Mississippi. Nineteen states have waiting lists for child care.

Policies to strengthen educational outcomes in the U.S. have focused on standards, testing, and teacher
evaluation. The guide argues that these emphases by themselves “cannot substantially improve students’
learning conditions or outcomes in the absence of accompanying supports.”

The right supports

“Building High Quality Early Support Systems” identifies three primary areas in which states can focus policy
efforts to improve education and economic outcomes for children. These include providing all families with
access to a) comprehensive pre- and post-natal maternal, infant, and family supports; b) high quality childcare;
and c) high quality early childhood education.

It offers a detailed list of questions states can use to gather the data it needs to determine the status of its
children and to catalog the policies and programs in place or needed to support young children and their
families.

Comprehensive Pre- and Post-Natal Maternal, Infant and Family Supports

Medicaid and the Family and Medical Leave Act provide a framework for early health care supports for the most
at-risk infants and their mothers. However, states vary greatly in how they leverage these and other federal
programs. Some states additionally offer their own programs with varying levels of quality and reach.

Key components of pre- and post-natal supports include access to comprehensive health care and health
counseling; screenings and follow-up supports to identify and address health problems and developmental
delays; and home visitation programs that help families understand and provide the care, nurturing, and
stimulation their children need and also connect families to other supports as indicated.

Enhancing Quality of and Access to Child Care

Nearly half of all U.S. children are in some type of childcare arrangement because their parents work outside
the home. Lack of access to reliable, high-quality care inhibits the ability of many families to move out of
poverty. Further, childcare providers are often inadequately trained and underpaid. Supports must both
increase access to and improve the quality of childcare.

The guide advocates improving quality of care in centers with rating systems that measure adult-child ratios,
group size, credentialing of staff, and early learning standards. States can boost compliance with standards
with tax credits and other incentives for centers that serve low-income children and for businesses that support
highly rated centers. States can also extend training and supports for home-based providers to improve quality.

In addition, states can leverage and expand on their federal Child Care and Development Block grants to
expand eligibility and access and to offer wrap-around services. Further, states can expand tax credits and
exemptions for low-income families with young children increasing the ability of those families to pay for child
care.

High-Quality Early Education

Forty states offer some kind of pre-K program for four year olds, although access and quality vary widely. Since
2007 enrollment and per-child spending have declined. There are, however, a number of good models.

Expanding pre-K programs requires developing sufficient numbers of teachers and aides; stimulating classroom
environments and strong teacher-student relationships; high-quality curricula and age-appropriate
assessments; and parent engagement—all within “the context of systems that are equitable with respect to
race, language, culture and community needs.”

Coordination of effort

“Building High Quality Early Support Systems” emphasizes the importance of "coordination pre- and post-natal
supports, child care, healthcare and pre-k and of aligning all those with the early elementary years."

While there are a number of modeles for achieving these goals there are also significant challenges. According
to the guide, there are three primary challenges. First, funding is rarely sufficient and is often sporadic and



vulnerable, which tends to encourage competition rather than collaboration. Second, agencies and other
organizations are often siloed, which impedes collaboration and makes aligning programs difficult. Third,
funding sources often discourage collaboration with different and sometimes conflicting requirements. 

The guide identifies four areas in which states can take action to improve collaboration. These include building
public and political will; enacting good the right policies; developing strong, stable governance structures; and,
ensuring sufficient capacity. 

Uniquely rural policy concerns

The guide does not specifically address the provision of early supports in rural areas. States will need to
consider the unique needs of rural communities, especially those that are remote, high-poverty, or very small.
For example, states will need to:

consider and use a variety of mechanisms for reaching rural families where they live;
provide adequate transportation for pre-K programs and allocate sufficient funding to cover the extra
costs of distance in rural areas, including transportation subsidies for families where necessary to
ensure access;
build in higher per-child time allocations and transportation costs for home visitation programs to
account for greater distances in rural areas;
develop and utilize training models for child care providers that account for travel distances and
expenses and lack of technology and broadband infrastructure in some rural places;
expand delivery of health care, particularly primary and wellness care, into rural and remote
communities;

Early childhood support and education are increasingly recognized as key factors for long-term academic and
economic success of the United States as well as for individual children. “Building High Quality Early Supports”
is an important contribution to the conversation.

Read more:

“Building High Quality Early Childhood Education Support systems for Children and Families”:
http://www.otlcampaign.org/resources/building-high-quality-early-childhood-education-support-systems
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