Cultivating Success: The Changing Context of Rural Education
Appalachia Regional Comprehensive Center (ARCC)
Web Conference   11-19-08

Presenters:
Marjorie Rosenberg, Senior Research Associate, Center for Equity and Excellence in Education (CEEE)
Maria Helena Malagon, Senior Research Associate, Center for Equity and Excellence in Education (CEEE)
Donna Bell, Senior Project Manager, National Center for Family Literacy (NCFL)
Event hosts:
Caitlin Howley, Associate Director, ARCC at Edvantia
Donna Carr, No Child Left Behind/Title I Specialist, ARCC at Edvantia
Introduction:
Rural schools and districts are changing. Student enrollment in small rural communities increased by 15% between 2003 and 2005, and rural students now make up 20% of the total student population. The percentage of rural minority students has grown dramatically, such that nearly half of all English language learners (ELL) live in rural places. But despite the advantages rural schools offer - meaningful family engagement, community support, and close-knit relationships - they continue to struggle with resource constraints, recruitment and retention of high-quality teachers, and implementation of robust ELL programs.
Conference Notes:

20% of the total student population in the US being rural equates to 10 million students.  According to information shared during the Web Conference, 36.5% of the students in TN are classified as rural. 

Achievement nationally between rural and other types of districts tends to be on par.  However, in post-secondary education, achievement for students from rural areas is lower. (2004)

Changes to the rural landscape:

· The rural landscape is experiencing an increase in diversity – including ELL and minority students.
· The economic base is becoming more divers in rural areas.
· Globalization has resulted in small family farms no longer being viable.

· Outsourcing of goods and services is becoming more common. 
· Technologies such as advances in communication have now reached rural areas. 

Priority Ranking:  

Priority Ranking means that the state faces substantial challenges in rural schools.  TN is among the top 5 in the nation in priority ranking.  The other top ranking states are KY, NC, WV, and VA.  Among the determining factors used to establish priority ranking are poverty, ELL increase, and having the fewest resources available to rural systems.
Minority enrollment is up significantly in all of the priority ranked states anywhere from 43.5% in VA to 97.6% in WV.  Specific data figures for TN were not provided.  Overall there has been a 55% increase nationwide in minority enrollment in rural schools – half of which are ELLs. 

Changes in ELL Population

Between 2000-2005, the greatest ELL growth has been in the Southeast, including TN.  Many rural districts do not have the funds or qualified teachers to be able to have a dedicated ESL teacher in each building.  The rural ESL instructor often must travel to several different schools during the course of the day and week. 
The presenters provided a suggested response to this challenge:  Districts need to establish an ESL program that can sustain itself when the designated ESL teacher is not there.  This will require professional development to faculty and staff to address the needs of English language learners.   ALL teachers need to have ESL teaching skills.  It is everyone’s job to guide all of our students.  With supporting professional development, ESL services and instruction can continue in the building even when the designated ESL teacher is not present. 
Challenges in Rural Education:
· Administrators in rural districts tend to take on more roles than their urban and suburban counterparts.  Being geographically isolated from professional peers can reduce the ability to network and receive professional development. 

· It can be hard to attract teachers to rural areas due to pay, remote location, necessity of having multiple classroom preparations, and communities can be unwelcoming to outsiders.  These factors can sometimes work together to make it difficult to retain teachers once they are hired. 

· Inherent lifestyle of migrant students
· Increase in immigrant population and increased presence of INS in rural areas
· Diversity of family and student backgrounds

· Lack of Funding – being asked to do more with less

· Districts are novice at serving ELLs

· Rural areas tend to be high poverty.

· Rural life is now less tenable than it used to be.

· People leave the community resulting in a lower tax base followed by lower funds being available to provide adequate services to students. 

· Lack of transportation – students can’t easily participate in school activities.

Parent Involvement Advantages of Rural Schools:

· Schools tend to be the hub of the community – for social events as well as academics.  The parents are used to coming to the school building for a variety of reasons and tend to experience less hesitancy to do so to support education.  
· Teachers do multiple roles – multiple classroom preparations and sponsorships tend to result in knowing the students, and often their families, better.
· Teachers are entrenched more in the community – go to same churches and in some cases have taught different generations of the same family. 

Promising Practices 
For Increasing Diversity:

· ELL training for mainstream teachers

· Technical assistance from State
· Interdistrict cooperation and sharing 
For Recruitment and Retention of Staff:
· Grow your own teachers - focus on paraprofessionals growing into teachers

· Targeted and bundled incentives – loan forgiveness, finding spouse a job

· Intensive school-level support such as mentoring

· Market your community – lower housing cost than big city, no big city traffic stress, etc. 

For Professional Development:

· Interdistrict collaboration 
· Distance learning such as WebEx

· Regional and summer institutes

· School-based study groups

For Fewer Resources:
· Interdistrict cooperation in sharing staff and materials when possible

· Multi-age classes that reduce the number of teachers needed

· 4 day school week
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