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Nearly one ill three ofAmerica 's school-age children (wend public schools in rural areca or small town.\' of tess than
25,{)()(), ami more than olle in six go to school in the verv smal lest communities. those with populations under 2,500. These
children, their schools, and their communities malte r, and they deserve more cons ideration than they get in the national
deba te ore". education policy, This report presents and analvies descr iptive data about the rural schools that sen'e the
2J% ofour students wha go /0 school in communities of under 2,500.

Tw o yea rs ago, we published Why Rural Maners. our
first report analyzing the relative importance of rural edu­
ca tion in eac h of the 50 states and documenting the ur­
gency with which policymakers in eac h state should add ress
the need s of rural schoo ls and communities. T his report
upda tes and enlarges on that one.

In that first report, we concluded that talking and think­
ing seriously about rural education as a publi c po licy issue
is something that ou r society simply does not do very of­
ten.

We arc pleased 10 say Ihat rural ed ucation is a littl e
less marginal ized today than it was then . as these develop­
ment s attest;

Congress ado pted a Rural Education Achieve ­
mcnt Program to help rural districts compe te
for and make more effective use of federal
g ran ts . Th e p rogra m is woefu lly under­
fund ed. and may he cut o ut co mpletely, but
for the first time in a long time rural educa­
tion was the subject of sig nifica nt deba te in
Congress.

Three state Supreme Co urts (Arkansas. Oh io,
and Tennessee) have ruled their states' schoo l
finance sys tems unconstitut ional because they
fund rural schoo ls inade qua tely and incquita­
bly .

New fcdcrullcglslation Includes provision for
eig ht federal ed ucat ional research and devel­
o pme nt ce nters on top ics of national sig nifi ­
cance, includ ing one for rural ed ucat ion.

Correspondence concern ing th is article should beaddressed
to Marty Strange, Rural School and Community Trust,' 1 South
Pleasant Street. Rando lph. VT05060. (marty.srrangcetruralcdu.
orgJ

The National Cent er for Educat ion Statistics
made major improvem ents in the system by
which it classi fies schools by locale, making
it pos sible to take a much sharper look at ru­
ral ed ucat ion. Th e NCES also estab lished a
significant rural ed uca tion data sec tion on its
web site, called "Navigating Resources for
Rural Schools ."

Th e Nat ional Association of State Boards of
Educa tion has assigned a staff person to fo­
cus o n rural education policy,

Education Week, America's leading education
ne wspaper, has a repo rter assigned to cove r
rural educat ion who has fi led numerous sto­
ries in the past 2 years on rural education
poli cy issues. Major stor ies o n rural schools
arc now a regular part of the coverage.

• Th e U.S. Depart ment of Educat ion has cs tab­
fished an interdepartmen tal working gro up to
foc us on the problems of rural education .

Lead ing nat iona l organizat ion s as d iverse as
the Rural Sociolog ical Soc iety, Save the Chil­
dren, the National School Board s Assoc iation ,
and the Cou ncil on Foundations have featured
rura l schools or rural ch ildre n in major repo rts
or eve nts,

Th is attent ion is welcome. Ru ral Amcrica has go ne
unnoticed for 100 long , Its people are real, their pro blems
significa nt. their prospects worthy.

While the scale of the schoo ls in rural America is, on
the whole. sma ll co mpared to urban schools, the scope of
the rur al education e nterprise is not. Forty-three percent of
the nation ' s public schools are in rural com munities or small
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town s of fewer than 25,O()() people. and J I% of the nation 's
children attend the ...e \l:hoob,

Some of the communities at the upper end of this sile
interval would he co nsidered by many to he sm311 citie...
rather than small towns. So we adopt the most conserve­
live definition of rural throughout this report. including only
open country and those communhics with fewer tha n 2.500
people. Using thiv stringent definition. nearly onl' third o f
America ... puhlic ......boots are in rural places. and more than
2 1'if of our public -chool ...tudents attend the-e schools.
And in 20 states. mostly in the Smuh. Appalachia. No rth­
ern New' England . and the Great Plai ns. more than JOe; of
the students go to school in these most rura l communities.

~1any of the children in the-e schools and communi­
ties are at risk of failing to get a quality edncauon. Povert y

is a central facto r. In general. poverty rates in rura l America
remai n as hig h as they arc in urhan ce nte rs. a llhough po v­
erty i.. not evenly d istributed throughout rural America.

The data we usc in th is repo rt are pr imari ly from the
National Center for Education Sla tis tics (l'CESI. whic h
use, the Common Core of Data and the School and Staff­
ing Survey to collect education data at the school. district,
and state levels. and the U.S. Census Bureau's 21)()() Cen­
sus and Ce nsus of Loc al Gover r nnenrs. Roth the Census
and the NCES are widely accepted as ...ources of rel iable
data for both rigorous research and general analy-iv. Mos t
of the data in this report are from the years I999-21)()() and
2000-200 I .

Since our last report. the NCES has ch anged the way
it defi nes "rural" and cluscifies schools according to lo­
cale. thus reflecting the growing importance and urgency
of addre~sing the nt.'t-'d~ of rural education. for thiv reason,
cnmpari..ons of the da ta contained in our previous report
and da ta reported in tbi-, one arc genera lly not ad visable.

In ou r previous report. we us....d data for ru ral schools
and districts that had been de..ignated a.. rural and avsigned
a "locale code" of 7 by :'IJCES.1 In general. this includes
schools in open rura l areas or in places wnh a popu lation
o f fewer than 2,5{)(I, Howevcr. this excl udes school-, in even
such sma ll places if they Iic within the bou ndaries o f a
county located in a vterropotnan Statistical Area (small
cities) or a Central Metropolitan Stati ..tical Area (hig cit ­
ies) . There arc man) such schools, especially in sma ll com­
mu nities on the frin ge o f small cities, Further more. NCES
ba-ed a schools location 1111 its mai ling address rat her than
its actual geographic location. A lot of small rural schools
pick up their mail in nearby po..t office.. located in larger
to\\. ns.

In 1998- 199l.J. NCES establivhcd a ne w locate code
(8) for school, in placcs of undcr 2,500 wilhin Melropoli ­
tan Statis tical Are:h or CellIral Metropo lita n Slat i..tical

Areas. Thi s increased the percentage of schools co nsidered
rural from 2~.Ml in 19Y7- 1998 to 30,3% in 11/99-2()()0
{l1/.2l} of ...c hoolv were ru ral and not in the urban fringe.
while 11.1~ were rural and in the urban fringe).

In addition, :\CES now use .. the actual geographic lo­
cation rather than the mai ling addre s.. as the bas is for de­
tcrmt mng locale classification of a school. This increased
the number of schools coded a.. "rural" from 6.879 to 9.8-W,

an Increase of ~3lJ.

Thi .. more realistically portrays the extent to which
rural educa tion mailers in each state. The da ta in this re­
po rt is based on loc ale codes 7 and 8.

T he net result of the changes in how data are collected
and reported is tha t it appean. that ..rare, are actually in­
creasing the numbers of rural schools and students in rural
schools. That isn't nece-, ...ari1y true. The declining enroll­
me nt figu res should reflectthe real ..lory (a lthough this is a
challenge to do righ t no w. since so many schoot s thai are
considered rural now were not considered rural schools 5
years ago.)

We only usc da ta for regular sc hools, defi ned as pub­
lic cle mcmury/secondary "I.:hoo b that do nor focus prima­
rily on vocational. special. or alternative ed ucat ion. In the
fiN report. we used the entire universe of rural schools .
But there are more charter school-, and special education
schools now than when we pre pared the firs t report. and
ma ny of these do not report on the same cuteg or iev of data
or have incomplete records. So we did not inclu de them
here .

'There arc eight locale codes uvcd by the Nanonal
Cente r for Education Stalistics. They are:

I. Central cuy of a Consolidated \ It'tmpo li.
tan Slali'lk'al Area (CMSAj or Mct ropofi ­
Ian Sialislk'al Area (M5AI with pop ula tion
of 250.0ll0 or more or a populatjon .

2. Central cuy of a C\ISA or \ IS,\ Nit not

devignated as a large central cny .
3. Place .....uhin the CM5A or MSA (I f a large

central city.
4. Place within the C\15A or MSA of a mid­

,i/e central city.
5. Piece nol within a CM5A or \tSA but with

population of 25.0ll0 or more and defined
a, urban.

fl. Place nol ..... ithin a C\1SA or \1.SA with a
population of at Ieasl 2500 but levs than
25 ,1I0IJ.

7. Place nOI wuhin a C\fSA or \15..\ and <k'\­
igna ted II' rural.

8. Place within a CMSA or MSA de\ ignatcd
as rural ohb code nOf available prior tn
19981.
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Gauging Rural Education in the 50 States

This report is framed arou nd two gauges. The "nnpor­
ranee' gauge co nsists of 7 statistical indicators 01 the rela­
tive scale and scope of rura l education in the state . The
"u rgency" gauge consists of 12 statistical indicators of the
co ndit ions faced by students, teachers, leaders. and others
in rura l schools and communities. plus one of (he indica­
tors fro m the " importance" gauge. the percentage 01' rural
population. Each indicator carries the sallie wClght. For each
of the indicators in eac h gauge, the st.ues are railked from
'T' to "50" with 1 being the most impo rtant or most ur­
gent, and 50 being least important or leas t urgent. For each
g:lUge, the average ranking for all indicators is calculated
to arrive at the overall rank for that gauge. The indicators
used in the gauges arc presented in Table 1.

Since the last report, we have added some new indica­
(OfS and om itted some old ones. Due to rel iability issues
and the lack of new data, we have omitted indicators 011 the
education climate index, Internet access. and education lev­
els of rural ho use holders. We have added ind icators on
computer usage. school administration costs. rural per cupna
income, and transportatio n expendi tures.

All of the state runkm gs were added and then div ided
by the number of indicators 10 give a cumutanve tanking
for each state. For each ga uge. slates were ordered by their
average ranking and then d ivided into quartilcs thai ge ner­
ally describe the relative importance of rural ed ucanon in
that stale compared to other states, and the relative UIgem:y
with which policymakers in the state should he concerned
about rural ed ucat ion. The four quartile» rungmg from least
to most important are "Useful: ' "Important:' "Very lm­
portent," and "Crucial." The four urgency quanitcs arc
"Fair," "Serious," "Critical: ' and " Urgent" (see Tables 2
and 3).

Finally , we combined the t"..o raukiugs and averaged
them to arr ive at an ove rall ranki ng, which ..ve term the
Rural Education Prior ity Gauge, Taki ng an average 01the
two gauge rankingv rather than simply averaging the IY
cu mulative ind icators gives greater weigh t to the indica ­
tors in the " impo rtance" gauge since its 7 indicators get
eq ual we ight with the 13 indicators in the " urgency gauge."

Results

Th e results are summarized and discussed below . For
comparison purposes. the nationalleve l data for each ind i­
cator is prese nted in Table 1.

Seven Indicators of the Relative tmnonance of Rural
Education ill Elich Stare

Each of the indicators in the Import ance Ga uge pre­
sents some regional pattern, tho ugh not consivtcnt from

indicator to indicator. we define each indicator below and
sumunnize the state auo lcglUlJal pauerns in the data.

The pern:maxt' oj state '.1 population OWl i.1

rural is the IJCICCtHagc o i people living in ar­
eas thai ale classif ied as rural by the U.S.
Ce nsus Burea u anu gcncruily have fewer than
2.5(X) people . The higher me percentage. the
hi gher the stale rauxs 011 the Importance
Gauge .

Only lour slates (Maine, Miss issi(JPI, Vermont, and
Wcst Virginia) have a JllaJollty of their population living
in rural areas. South p akoru and Arkansas come close .
Ge neral ly. this percemugc valles WIUl spar SI:I1I:SS and there
is a distinct regio nal paucm 10 Inc stares that rank high on
this indicator. They ale in nonnem ew England, Appala­
ch iao the Soumeast or Mid-South. ana the Great Plains.
Mostly, they ale mooenuety popu tared ove rall. with small
urban centers. Stales in file rvonneasr. Sou thwest. and Far
West me generally mnkcd low . Aunough there is a lot of
0pcn space in the west, dcmogrupmcalty lhi~ region is as
urban as the Northeast. The top 11 suues 011 this indicator
average about 1.I miuiou rura l people, and cmuulanvcly
account lor ubour one 4uallcr ot tne nauons total rura l
popu laucn. Most 01 the stares with thc largest numbers of
rural people do nOI rank high 011 this list. Of the top 20
stares ontbts indicator, only o all: also alllllllg tile top 20 in
the number of nna! people (pnmanty in tnc Southeast).
SOllie states with a large rural popu lunon appea r very low
on this ranking because they arc oemograpmcalty domi ­
nated by very large urban centers. notably Michigan. New
York, Ohio. Penn -ylvama. and Texas, all With more than 2
mill ion rural residents. Between them. they are home to
nearly OIIC quarter o f the U.S. rural popuiuuon. but they
rank IWIIl 31st (PA l to Sut h (CA) on uus indicator.

The number (~I rural people is tne number o!
people living ill rural piaces. as uevrguated by
the U.S. Census Bureau. The higher the num ­
ber of rural people. the higher the state SCOles
on the Importance Gauge.

Over half the rural population ill the U.S. lives in 13
states. which include our ft]ust populous states and some of
ou r must urban states-c-Cahtornia, Michigan. New York.
Ohio. and Texas. for example. Only a handfu l ofthc-,e TlIUSt
rural -populous states also have at least one third of their
population in rural areas-Alabama, Kentucky. North Caro­
lina, and Tenuesscc-c-and are often thought of as "rura l"
states. By contrast. some 01 the sta tes w ith the fewest rural
people are cburacterisncatty considered rural, especially in
the Northern l' Iaiu-, where the combined rural population
of 5 states (Nebra...ku. Mon tana. North Dakota. Suuth Du-



6

Table I
National Rural Statistics

Importance Ga uge

BEESO~ ASD STRA to.:GE

u.s.

Percentage of state's population thai is rural
Number of rural people
Percentage of public schools in rura l areas
Percentage of pub lic schoo l students enrolled in rural schools
Percentage of students enrolled in rural schoo ls who arc minori ties
Percentage ofall students attending small rura l schools
Percentage of rura l chil dren in poverty

Urgency Gauge

Average rura l teacher' s salary
Rat io of rura l 10 non rural tcachcr salary
Percentage of rural students who arc free or redu ced-price lunch eligible
Avcragc rural student 10 teacher ratio
Percentage of rura l teac hers using co mputers in class
Percentage o r rura l expendi tures on school administra tion costs. d ifference from med ian
Rural per capita income
Percentage of rural teachers reporting parental suppo rt
Percentage of rum I expenditures on transpo rtation
Percentage or rural expendi tures on instruct ion and pup il support
A verage number of students per grade
Percentage of rum I schools with declini ng enro llments of at least 10% , 1996·2000

21.0010
59,061.367

31.3%
21.0%
HI.6%
7.9"10

13.8%

u.s.

$32.693.87
0.86

33.8%
14.9

72. 1%
4.7% (mcdian)

$19.285
60 .9%

4.2%
57.2%

61.3
37.9%

kota. and Wyoming ) would not make the top 13 in total
popula tio n.

Th e percensae e of pohtic schools in rural ar ­
t'(IJ is the percentage of regu lar elemental)'
and secondary public ..choob in places clas­
sified as rural by the U.S. Ce m us Bureau .The
bigger the percentage of rural schoo ls that a
state has. the higher the state ranks o n the
Importance Gauge.

Th is indicator tells us how pre valent schoo ls based in
rural co mmunities arc . The range is striking. from on ly
12.4% in Ca lifornia to 77.3~ in South Dakota. Bec ause
rural schools tend to be smaller, the proportion of scboob
in rural commumue.. tends [Q be larger in 1110:--t stales than
the proportion of rural stude nts. hut not in proportion to
rural population, beca use many rural ..tudcnt s are trans­
ported to schools in nunrural loca les . The highe-r percent­
ages of rura l scbcols are in state .. where the rural population
i:-- very :-- p;lrse or where terr ain is diffi cult, or both IAp palu­
chill, the Great Plains. Northern New England, the Inter­
xt ounrain We..1, and Alaska, for exa mple) . Th e sma lles t
percentage of rural schools are in urba n states on the East
and \Ve:--t coa..ts.

The percentaee ofpuhlic school students en­
roiied in rural schools is the percentage of
all public school stude nts who are enrolled in
regular elementary and secondary sc hools in
rural areas. The higher the percentage of ru­
ral school students. the higher the ..tate scores
on the Impo rtance Ga uge.

This indicator tell, us 10 what e xtent the students in a
state go to a schoo l thai is in a rural place. whether they
live in a rural place or not . Many states that score very high
or very low o n percent age of rural population also score
high or low respectiv ely on thi.. indica tor . but there arc
important differences. The higher the perce ntage of a stale' s
population that lives in rural com munities. the more hkely
tha t the percentage of students atte nding schools in rural
places will be lower. The 2 1 states with the highest per­
centage of people living in rural places all have a lower
percentage of student, in rura l schools. They are in Appa­
lachia, the Great Plain... Northern New England. and the
Sou thea ...I. The 14 states with the lowest percentage of ru­
ral peo ple (and 18 of the bottom 20) have proportionally
highe r percentages of rural students (primari ly in the far
East and far Wesll . This may be a combination of factors.
including age-level profiles of the respective rural area'.
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pre.....ure to build rural schoolv in stales w ith spra wling ur­
ban areas . and a tendency in sparsely settled rural areas to
loc ate schools in mall citie... and tow n... that are just big
enough to be cla ified other than "rural : '

The percentage of students enrolled in rural
schools who are minorities is the number of
minori ty ..tuderu.. in rural pub lic schoo l... as a
pe rcentage of a ll ... tud en ts in rura l public
schoo ls. The higher the percentage of rural
minority ... rudcm s. the higher the ... tate ...core ..
on the Importance Gauge.

Typically. a high percentage of runa1minori ty students
indicate... a large at-ri ... 1.. popula tion in a state ' s rural schools.
Over half the students in Hawaii . New ~Ie ..ico. and Ala...ka
are nonwhite. In general. Paci fic state .. (Hawaii . Alaska.
an d California). the enti re Southwest (Arizona. New
Mexico. Okl ahoma. and Texas ). a nd the Dee p So uth
(Florida. Georgia. Loui... iuna. Mis..i.....ippi. North Carolina.
and Sou th Carolina ) rank high . Montana, North Dako ta.
and South Dakota rank fairly high . 100 . due mainly 10 Na­
rive Amer ican pop ulation .... Stale... in Appa lachia. New En­
gland. the Prairie. and the Great Lakes rank low.

• The percentage ofallstudents arter/IUIlK small
rural schools is the number of students at­
lending rural pub lic schools with enrollments
be low the state media n. as a percentage ofall
pub lic school ...tudents in the state . The highe r
the pe rcentage of stu de nts in small . rural
schools. the higher the slate scores on the
Importance Ga uge.

This indicator te lls us 10 what extent studcnt ... in a state
go to schools thai arc both ..mall and rural. Since the me­
dian size of schoo l.. varies by slate, this is a relative mea­
sure of ..ize ;IS it is perceived in the contex t of eac h state's
schoo l size distribution. While this is not a highly differen­
tiated indicator . ranging from 311 (New Jersey ) to 18.3/f
(Iowa). it does differen tiate slates ..... ithin a region. The lop
six ..tares on this indicator are loca ted in file different re­
gion.. (The Prai rie. the Mid-Sou th. New Eng land, Appala ­
chia. and tbe Great PlainsI. For the mo..t part . the leading
states are those with high le vels of local control and large
numbers of inde pende nt school districts.

The percentage of rural children in pove rty
i.. the percentage of children under the age of
IHwho were below the povert y le ve l in 1999
and lived in rural place.., a.. dete rmined by
the U.S. Ccnsu.. Bureau. The higher the per­
centage of c hildre n in povert y. the higher the
stale scores on the Importance Gauge.

Poverty i.. the largest persistent challenge faced by
education anywhere. The highest rates of rura l child IX)\'­
erty are in the South wc...t , Appalachta. tbc ~1 i s s i ...sippi Delta.
the Sou theast. and lhe Great Plain... All of these regions
are represe nted among the top 10 state .. on Ihis indicator .
Povert y rates here run from 50% to I{)()lJ- higher than the
nationa l average rural chi ld poverty rate (13.8%). The low­
est rates of rural poverty are in the Northeast. the Prairie.
and the Great Lakes.

Importance Gau ge

To gauge the overall relative importance of rural edu­
cation 10 the educa tional performance of each state, we
average each stare' s ranking on these seven indicators. giv­
ing equal weight 10 each of the indicators. The results are
presented in Table 2.

Five quintcs-enualty rural regions. each with well-es­
lahlis hed cultural and social ident ities. co ntain all of the
states in the "crucial" category (the top quartile on the Irn­
pe na nce Gauge ). These are the Mid-South Delta (Alabama.
At kan..as and Missi!'>sippi), the Southeast (North Carol ina
and Sou th Carolt na j. thc Great Plain.. (Montana, North Da­
kora. Oklahoma and Sout h Dakota ). Ce ntral Appa lachia
(Kentucky and West Virginia). and Northern New Eng land
(Maine and Ve rmont). Six of the 13 stale.. in the Very Im­
portant category {second quart ile ) are also in these regions.

The Very Important category disperse.. to include slale<o;
in the Northwest. the Prairie. the Sou thwest and the Far
West. The Important category <third quartile) includes six
largely urban states with large rural popula tion.. in the Great
Lakes , Mid-East. and Mid-w est area (Ind iana. Mic higan.
Mmne..ora. Ohi o. Pennsylvania. and Wisconsin ). The Use­
ful category (fourth quartil e ) includes slate!'> with few rural
peop le or a ..mall percentage of rural people . Nine of the
IJ stale.. in this quartile are on the East or West Coast . and
lWO (Nevada and Ulah) are in the arid w est where most
people live in citie s.

Ken tucky ranks in the top quart ile on six of the ..eve n
indicators in the Import ance Gauge (il is not in the top
quartile only in the perce ntage of minority ..tudems. where
it ranks -I2ndl. and ~lissi ssippi . Sou th Carol ina. and West
Virgin ia rank in the top quartile on five ind icators. Ala­
bama and Ok lahoma rank in the top quartile on only three
indicators . but eac h of these states ranks fairly high on all
indic ators.

Tbc indicato r that most freque ntly co ntributes 10 a high
ove rall rankin g for state .. i.. the percentage of the popula­
tion living in rural area.. rbccau...e some of the other indica­
to rs are :1 function of this indicator). The factor that
contributes least often to a high ove rall ranking i.. the num­
her of rural peop le. because none of the other indicators is
a function of thi ... indicator. Our ind icators favor high scores
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Tahle 2
lmportance Gaugt' Cumulati ve Rllllld"Wi

Crucial VeT)' Important Important Useful

MS 9.9 TN JlJ.3 WY 24.9 FL 31.4
I'C 12.1 GA 19.4 WI 25.4 CA 33.0
SC 13.3 ID ) 1).6 L'\ 26.0 CO 33.0
SO 13.3 LA 20.7 TX 26.1 I"y 34 .4
KY 13.7 AK 20.9 M :\' 27.3 OE 35.6
AR 14.1 " 0 21.7 OR 28,4 IL 36. 1
WV 14.3 IA 2 1.9 WA 2S A "0 36.7
NO (.f .b Nl\1 22.1 J\'H 2S.6 UT 38.3
AL 15. 1 VA 22.6 PA 29.0 NV 39.4
OK 16.7 KS 22.7 ~11 29. 1 CT "".1
ME 16.9 NE 23.0 AZ 30. 1 M A 42.3
~1T lb.\) HI 23.6 OH ) 0.6 N1 43. 1
VT 18.7 RI 45 .7

-----
,....0/1'. These ranking' are the average of each ,tatc's scorev on seven indicators. 1be lower the number. the more important it is thai
policyrnukcrs uddres.. rural "l:h\101 i....uc.. in ' holl ..tate . Numbers are rou nded.

for ..tales where rural life i .. characrensnc of a large portion

of the- population . no ma llet bow large the populat ion i...

Thirteen indicators of the Urgency with which Policvmak­
en Should Girl' At tention /0 Rural Education ill Elich State

We U~ 12 un ique indicators to mea..ure the Urgency
Gauge. plus one indicator from the Importance Gauge­
the percentage of popu latio n living in rural area s, These
indica tors produce certain reg ional pattern s as well.

The m'UUKt' rural teacher's salary i.. the av­
erage salary for teachers in rural public el­
ementary and ..ccoud ary schools, as repo rted
by the teac hers. In some ..rate s. especially in
the South. thi.. includes both sta te mandated
pay-scale salaries and local supplements. but
nm..hc re do they include fringe benefits. The
lower the salary. the higher the state ranks o n
the Urgency Gauge. The lowest average sal­
ary earns a ranking of one,

Teache r pay is loom ing as a central issue in educa ­
tion al po licy as sc hools compete for the highly qualifi ed
teachers necessary to meet sta te and federal standards, and
as cou rts examine schoo l fund ing s}'Stems in light of the
\\ay they position ""hools to compete for high ly qualified
teachers. Average salaries for rural teachers range fro m a
low of $24.2.14 in South [Jakola 10 a high of $49.H72 in
New Jersey. a IlX)('if d ifferent ial, The fou r lnwest ave rage
salarie.. are all in Northern Plains states , In general. the

highest rura l salaries are in large urban states (e xcep ting
Ala..La)

• The ratio of rura t to nonrurai teac ner salary
i.. the ratio of the average rural teacher salary
to the average nonrural teac her ..alary. Th e
lo wer the ratio, the highe r a sta te ranks o n the
Urgency Ga uge.

Rural schools co mpete for teachers across state lines.
but they ebocornpcte with nonrural areas within their stale .
Thi .. indica tor measures rural schools' power to compete
by calcu lating the "cents o n the do llar" they pay teachers
compa red to what teachers ger in other areas of the same
state. There are four stales where . on average. rural teach­
CN arc paid more than others (Nevada. New Mexico . North
Carol ina and Sou th Carolina). and three o thers where they
are paid the same (Alaska. Oklahoma. and Washington ).
In all other states. rural reac hers are paid less. go ing as low
as 79 cents o n the dollar in Nebraska, Th e lowest compara­
tive rura l teac her sala rie.. are in Northern Plains, Prairie.
and Great Lakes slates, States in the Sout h texcepr Arka n­
sas). Southwes t. and tower New England are likely to pay
clo..cr to (or above) pari ty salaries.

Whi le these "salary gap" data are valuable overal l for
general co mpariso n purposes. ca ution should be exercised
in interpreting th is stalistie in some states, Salaries are
sha rply inlluenced b)' tenure or length of service. which
may vary widel y between hard-to-staff and othe r schoo ls
within a state , In some schoo ls. teachers may he clu..tcrcd
at two extremes. with some very long -term teachers and
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tow turnover alone end of the spectrum and many first­
time . high- turnover teachers at the other end. In these cir­
cumstances. average salaries do not describe the typical
situation of most teache rs. and especially do not indicate
much abo ut a schoo l's ca paci ty to recruit or retain high ly
qualified ne w teache rs. These interpre tation problem s are
likely exace rbated in rapidl y gro wing states where many
rural schools may heon the prosperou s urban fr inge. whi le
many ot her rural s<:hoo ls arc in sparsely populated and eco­
nomically stressed regions. We note. for example. that while
rural teachers in North Carolina and South Carolina 0/1

uvrragr cam slightly more than non rural teachers in each
...tate. beginning rural teache rs there earn only 71% of the
average rural teac her's salary in those stale ... . And in the
hardes t to staff rural schoo ls in those Slates. th i.. gap might
be much more severe. Simil ar facto rs may he at work in
Nevada and New Mexico. the other two stales where aver­
age rura l salaries are sligh tly above average nonrural sala­
ries . In those slates. beginning rural teachers cam only 69
and79lJ-. respec tively. as much as al l rural teacherv in those
sta les cam on average. '

'·U.S. Dep..rtrncn t of Education. :'-Ialional Center fur Educe­
non Stat istics. St:hunland Staffing Survey. Teacher SIII'"\'ey. 1999­
201KI,

The percentaee ofruralstudmn who art'fret'
or reduced-price lunch eJixihle is the percen t­
age of students in regular rura l pub lic elemen­
tary and secondary schoo ls who are elig ible
for fede ral free or reduced-price lunch pro­
grams. The higher the percentage of subsi­
d izcd lunch cfigihility. the higher a state
scores on the Urgency Gauge.

Th is is a direct, if so me what unreliable measure of
poverty and ncar-povert y in the schoo lhouse. It is not a
measure of participation in free and redu ced-price lunch
program s. hut is a measure of stude nt e1igihili ty. based on
family income. It parall els closely. hut nor exactly. thechild
poverty rate used in the Importance Gauge. and in ge neral
runs al lea'l twice the rate because it i... a broade r measure
of household income stress. More than half the rural stu­
de nts are eligible for subsidized lunc hes in eight states (in
descending order. ~1i..sissippi. New Mexico. West Virginia.
Louisiana. Oklahoma. Ken tuck y. Wyoming. and South
Carolina). ~early half of rural srudcn tv are eligible in Ar­
kansas. Alas ka. and Alabama. Rates are lowe ...t among ru­
ral chil dre n In the urban Northeast.

The average ruralstudent to teacher ratio is
the average ratio of stude nts to teachers in
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regular rural public ele men tary and second­
ary schook The highe r the pupil-teacher ra­
tio. the higher a start ranks 0 11 the Urgency
Gauge.

Th i-, i.. a rough proxy for class ..izc. a factor in aca­
demic achicvcmenr. It ranges from 9.9 students per teacher
in sparse ly populated Wyoming to 18.7 stude nts per teacher
in densely populated Californ ia, Six o urof the eig htlowest
ratios come fmm Plains states and all the Sou thwest and
Northern New England ...tares rank in the lower half of the
pro file. By con tra..t. most of the Great Lake.. and the Sout h­
ea..tern statcv (including the Dena. except Arkan~_"1 rank
in the upper hair. Generally , it appears tha t where cchoob
arc sma ller. more di..persed. and indepe ndently organized
in sma ll d istricts, classes are also smaller. Where schools
and dis tric ts arc larger and systems arc more ce ntralized.
claocs are large r.

The percentage (if rural teachers using (·U/II ·

pulers in dan is the percen tage (Ifrura l teach­
ers who repo rt that stude nts use com puters
d uring cluss time. The lowe r the percentage
of teachers repo rting stude nt usc of com put­
ers.rhe higher the sunc ranks on the Urgency
Gauge.

Does technology read the rura l c ta-,...room? A" man:­
as 85% (A laska and Hawaii] and as few as 55% (Delaware
and Arkan sus ] of rural tea chers say "yes." In general, rates
of usage arc lowes t in the Sout heas t (except North Ca ro­
lina) and Northern Ne w England. and highest in the Great
Plains. Remorenc-e, may explain much of thi" . The the
highest users incl ude. in descending order. Hawaii. Alas ka.
w est Virginia. Idaho. and Wyoming. Rut there are some
strange bedfe llows on this list. The five lowest users of
com puters in the rural e tas-room are, in ascending order,
Delaware, Ark ansas, Mississippi. ~1a"'aehuseus and New
York .

The pen-enrage of rural t':t1,,.IIditure.f 011

school administration costs. difference from
median is the average percen tage of rural dis­
trict e xpend itures for schoo l admin istration
ex pressed as the abso lute difference from the
media n average national expenditure for ru­
ral school udrninisuuuon. The bigge r the dif­
ference from the nation al median, either
hixher or lower, the higher the state ranks on
the Urgency Gau ge ,

Adm inistration is neccvsary at the -chocllevel. where
"Irong principalleadership is co ncisten tly repo rted as a fac­
tor in teaching and achievement. But either 100 muc h or

too litt le, is likely 10be coumerproductivc. So ..... c measure
the absolu te difference betw ee n (I) the average school-leve l
admin istrative e xpendi ture as a percen tage of total spend­
ing for the rural sc hools in a sta te. and (2 ) the national
median state average for rural schools . The nat iona l me­
dian is -I.7<:f. and ten states are atleact OIlC pen..enrage point
removed from that. Of these. seven srare-, spend at least
one percentage poin t les-, (in descend ing order . Arizona,
California. New Yor k, Min nesota. Per mcylvania . Sou th
Dakota and Ken tucky), and three spend at least one per­
centage poin t more (Nevada. Oregon , and Kansas ). Ten
states are either at the national median or within O.l lif of it
(in ascend ing order. Delaware. We"t Virginia. Alaska.
Colorado. Oklahoma. vermont. Florida. Massachusens .
:\-1i ss(luri, and Michigan ). This may he the leas t regiona lly
sensitive of all the urgency indicators, as neither rural de­
mography or geog raphy. schoo l size d istribution, or org a­
nizational structure seems 10 ex plain the-e da ta.

Rural per capita ;1I('om(' is the rura l per capita
income by "ta te. a.. measured by the U.S.
Bureau of Census. The lower the rural per
capit a incom e is, the higher the stale ranks on
the Urgency Ga uge ,

A measure not just of pove rty. hut of broader economic
d istreS\ . The range i\ from $15.177 in We\t Virginia to
533,-128 in Connecticut . Appulachia. tbe ytid-Sourh De lta.
the Southwest. and the Xorthcm Plains account for 12 of
the 13 states with the lowes t rural per cap ita income , More
than ha lf the states have a rural per cap ita income of lcs-,
than 520,O()(). All of those above thatlevel arc in the Nort h
and mosr are either on the Pacific coact or eavt of the Mis ­
\i\sippi River. The excepuon-, arc Mm ncsota (10 the extent
il is ea ...t of the \ Ii"... issippi Riven. Virginia. and Wyomi ng.

The percentage oI rural t/"II"1Ier.\· reporting
parental support is the pe rcent age of rural
teachers who strongly or somew hat strongly
agree with the statement: '" receive a great
deal of support from pare nt" for the work I
do: ' The lower the percentage of ruralteach­
ers reponing parental support . the higher the
state ranks on the Urge ncy Gauge,

whe n teachers report thai paren rv don't support thei r
work. there i~ evidence of a school-community divide. B~
ucmg thi!> measure. we assume that teac he rs accu rate ly
perceive thi-, d ivide , We do not ass ume that paren ts are to
blame for it. ln five states (Delaware, Arizon a. Florida.
Ala ska. and Kentu cky ], fewe r tha n half the rura l teachers
repo rt feeling strongly or some..... hat strongly that they rc­
ceive a grea t deal (If support from paremv . There may be a
relat ionshi p bel ..... een srarc-, w ith a high percentage of poor
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and minority srude nt-, in ru ra l schoo ls and a low score on
this indic ator. 8 uI it ma.y be that the pattern is clearer with
respect to the relation-hip between Ihis ind icator and local
control. Using a claoofication of statev constructed by van
Gee! (a ... revised and upda ted by the Education Commis­
... ion of the Slale,, 'I. we note thai among the 25 stales in the
upper half of thiv ranking are 14 of tbe 17 ...tate ... with highly
centralized decision-making s)-"lems. Only 6 of the lop 25
"Iatc" are among the 23 classified b)-' ECS as having a de­
centralized decision-making system. Five of the 25 are
among the 10 "Iales lis ted hy ECS as moderate ly decen­
uulized.

• Th e: percentage of rural expenditures on
transportation i ... the tota l ex penditu re for
vehicle operation . monitorin g riders. and ve­
hide ...crvicing and maintenance. ex pressed
as a percentage of total elementary-second­
ary ...pending in rural d ivtncts. The higher the
percen tage of expenditure- for tnm vport arion .
the higher a ... tate ranks on the Urgency Gauge.

Ru"ing lid" 10 and from -chool has been a growing
phenomenon for SO years. Nationwide. rural schools spend
abouI4.2c:t of their money on transportation . hut it run" as
high as 6 .o.I lJ in West Virginia. This spending i... partly a
mailer of terrain and geography , bUI it i... also a matter of
policic... re lated to ","0001 size (the larger the catchment area.
rbe higher the spending). per..nnnel dl'Ci"ion.... and penni...­
..ible length of the ride. Rural schools in Kentucky. a state
...irnilarly cuuated 10We...1Virginia. spend nn l)- 4.4Cfof their
Inial cvpcnditnres on transportation. Likewise. rura l schoo ls
in Neb raska. a state: wi th terrain similar 10 Kansas....pend
only 3.2 % of thei r money on transport ation . while rural
schools in Kanca ... spend 4.5,*. Rural sc hool-, in Texus spend
2.511, while those in New Mexico spend 5.9 %. Those in
North Dakota ...pend 5.7%; South Dakota. 3.7/"h. There are.
therefore. few regional patterns here. 1\.10... t stares in the
Southeas t spend toward the lower end of the ...pcctrum (ex­
cept Loui"iana). while most Grea t Lake ...... tale, ;Ire near Ihe
middle.

The pUC"f'nltlge of nlral t'xpe"Jit/lre~011 in­
ltnlction lmJ p/lpil 5ul'poN h the lotal rural
el,JX'ndilure for aCli\ilie... dealing ..... ith the in­
ler.u:lion of leachen. and :sludent.. in the c1a~s­

room plu ... the tolal expenditures for pupil
"'upptlrt ladmini'lrdli\c. guidance. health. and
lugi'lical ...upport including \OCial .....or~. ac­
counling. counseling. record maintenance.

~blhl·". J. K. (1999). £dllal/ion u('("{IIIII/oni/in· S\'II..m_~ in
50 .f/(/It'_~. DCn\l'rCO: EducalitmCommi...,jon of lhe Slale~.

nursing. psychological. and -pccch :scT\icesj
and instructional staff support (supervi ... ion of
instruction service improvemene. curriculum
development. instructional ctaff training. me­
dia. library. and computer-a......i...ted instruction
service.j as a percentage of total elementary­
secondary spending. The lower the rural ex­
penditure-, on instruction and pupil support.
the higher the state scores on the Urgency
Gauge.

What percentage ofthcir budgets do rural schoob, spend
O il the interaction hclween ...tudc ntv and teachers and ser­
vices that support ... rodents or teachers'! We refer to this as
"money that gets to the etas ... room.vthough it is somewhat
broader than that. It exclu des school leve l and centra l ad­
ministration. tmn cportation. capital expe nses. interes t. and
food. Rura l schools in Colorado gel only o.IS.5% of their
mone)' into the classroom and Arizona only o.I\j.)%. At the
other end. rural schools in three southern New Eng land
slalC:s [Connecticut. Maxsachuw uv. and Rhode lvland, three
(If the lcavt rural ...tares in the nauont gel about two thirds
of their money to the student-teacher level. In general.
Southeastern ... tate, [except Mi...,i ...sippil gel money 10 the
rural clavsroom at above median rare . while Southwestern
slates are below median. Otherwise there i" very little re­
gional pattern here.

• The average number ofstudrnts per gruJe i ...
a ratio of the average number of rural students
in rural public schools to the average number
of grades in rural public o;chnu,,". The higher
the ratio of students to gradec. the higher the
state rank s on the Urgency Gauge.

This i:s .. pro xy for school vi/c. A rich scholarly litera­
ture validate ... the effectiveness of smaller sc hools. so the
higher this number is. the higher the :stille'" urgency rank­
ing. Sout heaste rn states (exce pi Del ta :s latc" Arkall\a... and
Loui... iana) tend to have bigger rural schoob. Georgia. wilh
over IJOkid:s per grade. ha" the bigge:strural -..chllol:s. Sewn
of eighl slales wilh more Ih;1O IOU "tudents per grade in
rural schools are on the Ea:sl COll:st (Hawaii b Ihe excep­
tionl. ...omeofthem hea\-il)- rural (l'"orth Camlina and Geor­
gia) and ...omeof Illcm hea,-ilyurban (:'\ew Jen.ey and Rhode
Island I. 8y contra... t. 9 of the I:! ...tate" ",-ith Ihe ,malle...l
schuul :sizeare in the Prairie-Plain" (from ...malle ...t to larg­
e:sl. :-';ebra..."a. ~10ntana. South Dakota. ;..lorth Dakota.
W)-oming. O"lahoma. Kan....:s. lIIinoi .... and 10 "'-30 ). Ala,la.
wilh Ihe mmt remote ",hoob ...en·ing ,mall \illage:s. ha"
the :smalle:S1 schook

The f't'Tct'ntage of rural ~Chfl(l1.1 'K"ilh (Iee/in­
ing enrollments of atlea:st lWk. 11J96·2(XXI is
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Table 3
Urgency Gauge Cumulative Rill/kinKs

-~-

Urgent C ritical Serious Fa ir

\ IS 16.8 VA 22.0 SC 25.2 ~E 28.'
AL 17.7 UT 22.2 NY 25.2 \ 11 28.6
AZ 18.5 FL 22.7 ME 25.4 WY 29.0
ND 18.5 CA 22.9 '10 25.8 \\'1 29.3
KY 19.2 TN 23.2 GA 26.2 OK 29.6
PA 20.2 ~\1 23 .2 IN 26.7 Nil 29.8
WV 20.2 :\C 23.3 KS 27.0 NJ 29.8
LA 20A IL 23.6 VT 27.2 WA 30.6
SD 20.5 OR 23.7 :\'V 27 .2 CO 30.8
"'1N 20.8 ID 2... .3 "' 27.3 AK 3Ul
011 21.2 IA 2-1 .7 Mil 27.9 MA 33.4
AR 21.7 'IT 24.8 TX 28.0 CT 34. 1
DE 21.R ., 34.7

Noll". Tbew rankin~, art' the average of each , latc' , score -,on 13 mdicatorv . The IO\l.N tilt number, the more urgently the ..tate need..
altenlmn paid to rural education policy rv-uev. Xumbcrs are rounded.

the percentage ofrural public elementary and
secondary ..choob thai haw experienced de­
cl ines in enrollment of at lea..t IOq- between
the school years 19% and lCX The higher
the percentage of rural school-, ith d..-clin-
ing enrollmentv. the higher the sta te .....:ores
on the Urge ncy Gauge .

Declining enrollment is coi ncident with depo pulation.
economic d istress. or both. This is an acutely Western prob­
lemThe lOp U ,late, in this indic ator arc all .... c ....t of the
~I i " i"ipp i . In five oflho....e 'tate'. more than half the rural
schools arc los ing e nrollmen t (A Ia, ka. Hawai i. Montana.
Nevada. and North Dakota ). The North ern Plain.... reg ion i....
the epicenter ofthis problem . All five .... tate .... arc among the
top I I. East (If the Missis'ippi. the slatc, of Maine. North
Carolina. Vermont and West Virgin ia-all near the top in
percent (If people living in rural ureas-e-have high percent­
age, o f rura l ....chool-, tha t arc los ing enrollment. Mid-South
Delta sta tes cluste r ncar the middle (ra nked from 19to 33).
and Gre at Lakes and Southcu.... tern rural schools lend to have
lower nuc sof d..relining enrollment. Hut even in South Caro­
lina. a leadin g rural slate with Ihe lo west rare of declining
enrollments. more than 2Q1;f of the rural school-, are cop­
ing .... irh sustained enrottmenr toses.

The Urgency GWI~('

To gauge the urge ncy with which policyrnaken, in a
sta le should addre.... s the special problcmv of rurul cduca­
lion .....e averaged each 'Iatc', ranking on the-e 12 unique

indica tors plus one indicator from the Import ance Gauge:
the percen tage of the population living in rural areas. We
added this indicator 10 give ..orne additional weight 10 me
urgency in ,tate, where the rural popu lation is demo­
graphically more important and should be polincally more
significant. We gave equal weight to each of the-e 13 indi­
caters. The rc....ult .... arc presented in Table 3.

The dive rsity of states ill the "Urgent" qu art ile i.... irn­
prev- ivc . Included arc state .... Irom the Southeast (Alabama.
\ Ii..,i",ippi). the Southwest (Arizona). the Great Plains
(No rth Dakota and South Dakorar. Central Appalachia
( Kentucky and west virginiat.rhe indu ..trial xtid -Anantic
(Pennsylvania and Dcla ware). Mid-South Delta (Arkan,a,
and Louisiana). and the Great Lakes (Minnesota and Ohio ).

The "Fairly" Urgent (fourth) quartile i-, diverse, too,
but include' a sub- ranrial number of ...rates in thc Cent ral
and Southern Plain' and in southern tmore urham :-.;........
England. and 1.... 0 Great Lake' state, (Michigan and Wi,·
consinj

Thc states in the 1.....0 midd le quarute s represent sharply
di vcrgcm situations. and in some cases. these rankings may
refl ect the lirrutauonv of using statewide stauvncal aver­
agc' Iu measure the urgency indicators. In some slates. ru­
ral poverty is regionally concentrated and some statewide
averages may mask sharp variations in circumlolalll'l'l<o within
the state. South Georgia. Coa..tal South Carolina. and
North ....m and Dow ncast Maine arc examples of regions
whose need for rural educat ion policy atte ntion is cr itical
o r urgent. although the stare ranks o nly "serious" on the
Urgency Gauge. At the same lime. co ndition, in East Ten­
nessee. coastal North Carolina. and northern Ne\\ Me xico
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FiR/4ft- 2. Urge ncy gauge ran"ings

are probably among the most urgent in the nauon. although
those sta les nan" only "c ritica l:'

Still , these urgenc y indicators paint a broad picture of
difficult cond ition.. that are widespread in sorre state... :';orth
Dakota slarnh OUI as rbe on ly ..late that rankc in rbe top
quart ile on 7 of the 12 urgency indicators. f our states (Ala­
bama. Arizona . Kentucky . and South Dakota : ran" in the
lop quartile on 6 indicators. Minnesota and Ohio runk in
the top quartile on only three urgency indicators. but they
earn a place in the top quart ile of tile overall gauge by nmk­
ing qu ite high on nearly all the urgency indicators. In f,K1,
Oh io ranks in the lowe st quartile on on ly one indicator tde­
d ining enrollme nt} while Minnesota doc .. not achieve the
botto m quartil e on any urgency indicator.

The indicator-that most freque ntly con tribute to a high
ranking on the Urgency Gauge are rura l per capita income
(e ight of the top quarti le ..lates "core in the top qua rtile
on this ind icator) and the percen tage of the population in
rural areas (se ven stales ). These are two indicators that arc
gene rally beyond the dire ct influence of educa tion policy ­
makers .

However . four indicators cont ribute 10 top quart ile
rankings for vi\ states. and all of these are well wi thin the
purview of pohcyrnakers to achieve change. ThC'St' arc:

ave rage rural teache r salaries.
computer use in the classroom.

school administrative cost. and
the share of expe nditures spe nt on transpor ­
tation.

Five of the si" state.. that ran" in the top quartile over­
all and on the school admin istrat ive cost indicator rank high
on that indicator because the ir school-leve l admini..trauon
expenditures arc extremely low relative to other states (An­
zuna. Kentucky. Minnesota. Pennsy lvania. and South Da­
"o la). It might be that rural schoo l distr icts in the..c states
have been penn y wise and pound foolish in paring admin­
istration co~ t .. at the principallevel.

The indicators that contribute least often to a high over­
all urge ncy rank ing arc studen ts per grade u w o states of
the mosr "Urgent" ..tares score in the top quartile on this
indicator). and declining enrollment. percent of expendi­
tures on reacher and pupil support. and pupil teacher ratio
(th ree top quartile states eac h).

The Rural Education Priority GIIIIXt'

We a..erugc the cumulative rankin g.. on the Importance
and Urge m..'y ga uges to d iscern the priority rura l educat ion
..tares. Th is procedure gi\c" ..omewha t grea ter weight to
the indica torvon the Importance Gauge. since there are only
7 of them and their average ran" co unts as much as the
average rank of 13 indicators on the Urge ncy Gauge (and
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Tahlc 4
Rurat Education Priority Gau!-:I'

- - - - - - - -
Leading Major Significant Notable

MS 13A ID 21.9 HI 25.4 MI 28.9

AL 1604 VA 22.5 NE 25.5 WA 29.1
KY 16A NM 22 .7 OH 25.9 SH 29.2
ND 16.6 GA 22.H OR 26. 1 ;o..;y 29.8
51> 16.9 OK 23.2 WY 26. 1 'L 29.9
NC 17.7 IA 23.3 'N 26.3 UT 30.3
AR 17.9 VT 23.7 AK 26..1 CO 31.9
WV IK5 xto 23.7 WI 26.6 MD 32.3
SC 19.2 MN 24. 1 FL 27. 1 NV 33.3
LA 20.5 AZ 24.3 TX 27.3 NJ 36.5
TN 20.11 PA 2~.6 CA 28.0 CT 37.1
~lT 20 .9 KS l·t9 DE 28.7 :'lolA 37.9
ME 21.1 R' .m.l

--- --- --- --- - - - ---
Nott'. The combined average ranking of each ,Ial '"on the Impon ancc and Urgency Gaugcv.

one of them, the percent age of people in rural arcus. i, in­
clu ded in both gauges ). Th e ranking-, for the Rural F..duca­
lion Priority Gauge are presented in Table 4 .

The top quartile on thi-, gauge include-, , laiC, in eta s­
vic rural regton -, of the nation-c-thc Mid-South Delta (A la­
hama. Louisiana and ~li s s i ssippi) . App alachia (Kentucky.
Tenneocc and West Virg inia) . the Northern Plains (Mon ­
tana . Xorth Dakota and South Dakota I. the Southeastern
Bh.d Belt (:"orth Carolina and South Carolina) . and north ­
ern New England (Maine).

There are seven sta tes that rank in the lop quartile of
both the underlying. gauges of Importance and Urgency :
Alabama. Arkansas. Kentucky. Mis"issippi. North Dakota.
Sout h Dakota and West Virginia . These states are in the
heart of the Mid-South Dc ltu. Appalachia. and the North­
ern Plain".

Eleven of the stales in the top quartile on the Rural
Education Priority Gau ge are also ranked in the top quartile
of the Importance Gauge . Only two states (Louisiana and
Tcrmcsscej not in the top q uartile of the Import ance Gauge
are pulled into the top quartile of the Rural Education Pri ­
ority Gauge by their high ranking on the Urgency Gauge.
Oklahoma and vermont are the two stales ranked in the
top quart ile of the Impo rtance Gauge that do not make the
top quartile of the Rura l Educat ion Priori ty Gauge beca use
of their relatively 10\1. ranking on the Urgen cy Gauge.

Eight states in the top quartile of the Urgency Gauge
are also in the top quarti le of the Rural Education Priority
Gauge . The li ve states pulled into the top q uart ile on the
Rural Education Priori ty Gau ge because of a high rank ing
on the Importance Gauge and despite a relatively 10\\ rank ­
ing on the Urge ncy Gauge are \Iaine. ~fontana. Xorth Cam-

lina. South Carolina. and Tennessee . The five states that
rank in the lop q uartile of the Urgenc y Gauge, hut do not
make the top quartile of the Rural Education Priori ty Gauge
because they score relatively low on lhe Impo rtance Gauge
are Arizona. Delaware. xtmnc-ora, Ohio and Pcr msylva­
niu.

Five of the 12 sta les in the second quartil e of the Rural
Education Priority Gauge rank in the top quartile of ei ther
the Importance or Urgency Ga uge. They are Arizona. Mm­
ncsota. Okl aho ma. Pennsylvania. and v ermont. The seven
states in the second quart ile that do not rank in the top of
either o f the two under lying gauges are Georgia. Idaho.
Io wa. Kansas. \I i...soun . New Mexico. and Virginia.

The lowest rank ing states on the Rural Education Pri­
ority Gauge are mostly lnrge urba n states on the East Coast
o r in the far west . Nearly all o f them rank higher in ur­
gency than imponance rxew Hampshire and w achmgton
arc cvcepnons} bUI on ly ll1 ino is and Utah rank above the
median on urgency.

Discussion

The fou r quartile ca tegories merely describe a !'. tate·s
relati ve po... ition alo ng a co ntinuum. When eva luating the
urgency of po licy attent ion to rural ma tte rs. there i!'. no
bright line distinguishing Delaware as " urgent" from Vir­
gin ia as merely "critical .. Likewise. the difference in im­
port ance between ver mont as "c rucial" and Tennc..sec as
merely "very important" is negligibl e. However.these cat­
egorie.. do allow us to group !'. Iates into certa in clucters in
order to d iscuss patterns in the findings.
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Figure J . Rural education priority gauge ranking»
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In interpreting the results. we have been wI)' liberalin
the u-,c of reg ional terms. We have used regional terms
without defining them, and in many case we have used them
incon-i-rcmly-c-that is. we have referred to one regional
configura tion of states in describin g results of one indica­
tor. and used a diffe rent, overlapping co nfiguratio n of ~t ate~

under a different regional name when discussing another
indicator. Thus Oklaho ma might hepan of the Great Plains.
the Southern Pla ins, or the Southwe st. depending on the
co ntext in which we are discuss ing its re lationship with
other states on a give n indicator. In fact. Ok lahoma is pan
of all those regions. In looking for pancm. we might find it
aligned with the experiences of Kan-a.. and Nebraska on
one indicator and with the experience of Te xa.. and New
~k\ icu on another. So me read ers rna)' find thi.. untidy. hut
the nuanced cultu ral patterns of rural America caution
against rigid divis io n of ..tatev into region... Sometimes
~Ii"h..ippi i.. part of the Soothea..t. comcume.. it i.. more
particularly part of the Mid -So uth Delta.

Nonethclc...., \loe nave noted certain regional pattern..
in the ranking" on various indicators and on the separate
and combined gauges. It seems wI) clear tha t no mailer
how you look at it. the Mid -South Delta {Alabama, Arkan­
..as, Loui..iana. and \Ii~~is ..ippi I, cen tral Appalac hia IKen­
tucky, Tennessee. and West Virgin iaI, the coastal Southeast
(Gl"urgia, Nort h Carolina, and SOUlh Carolina]. the north-

em Plain.. ( \ tomana, Nebraska. North Dakota, and South
Dakota I, and northern New England (Maine and Vermont I,
and pretty much in that orde r. sta nd our as the priori ty rural
education region.., S ot all the xtatcs in the..e region - score
high o n man y indicators and o n one or both gaugec. hut the
stale.. noted do.

It would be a mistake to co nclude that tither regions
and othe r ~ lH le~ do not deser ve the attenti o n of policymak­
ers. Indeed. we note 10 states that rank in the lowe r half on
the Importance Gauge that rank in the upJlCr half on the
Urgency Gauge (Arizona , Ca lifornia. Del aware. Florida.
lllinoiv. Minnesota. Ohio. Oregon. Penn..ylvunia. and Utah).
Many of these arc large, urban suuc ... and all but vti nne­
cora have !l'S' than one quarter of thei r population in rural
area... Nonet hclesv.they com bine to share near ly o ne quar­
ter of the n<l tion's rura l population. In the midst of their
-trugg fc.. to addrec, the pressing problems of urba n educa­
tion. some of these states may nor notice their rural schools
and communities. but the)' ought to. as the Urgency Gauge
indicate...

Likewise, the re are I I ~ tate.. that ..<..nrc in the uppe r
ha lf on the Impo rtance Gauge, hut in the lower half on the
Urge ncy Gauge (A laska. Geo rgia. Hawaii, Kansas. Maine,
Missouri. Mo ntana, Neb raska. Ok lahoma. South Carolina
and Vermont). Rural areas in many of these state.. are
"rar~ely po pulated and many schools and com munities are
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remotel y loc ated. Apparently these states have some good
things going for these schoo ls ami co mmunities. and pc li­
cyma kers shou ld lake care nollO lake them for grun ted.

And that brings us once aga in to the- final poin t we
made in the first edit ion of Why Rural Maners. The Impor­
tance Gauge is a relativ e measure of the importance ( f! that
particular state that it ex plicitly address rural educ ation.
We take thi.. approach beca use this report is d irected to
crate e-ducation leaders and policymakers . and 10 the rural
people they serve. II may' he more Important for North
Dakota ' s educauonul performance that us polic ymakers
consider the rura l dimension, of its educational sys tem than
it is for California', po licymaker-, 10do :-'0. But from a na­
tiona l perspective. it i~ arleesr as important for California
to consider the educational needs of its 1.9 million people
living in rura l places as it is for North Dakota to co nsider
the educationa l needs of the 2M3.lKXJ North Dakotans who
Ii\C in rura l places. And Inun thc pc-r...pecuve of rura l Cali ­
fornians. it i.. certainly eWI)' bit a~ important that Ca lifor­
nia have a rural education policy a~ it is to North Dakotans
thai North Dakota does. Thu s while the ranking... in this
report are useful in identifying sta tes where rural cduca­
lion i~ paramount to good ...chooling in the ...tale. il i... abo
useful in identifying ...tales where rural commumnes edu­
cational needs may be unjust ly lost in the poluical shuffle
of snuc politics. No child deserves to be lo...t in the shuffle.

w~ hope that state potic ymakcrs in each stare will con­
sidcr the findings of this report and tum their attention to
the particular need... of rural educat ion in thei r ...tate . Those
who do will doubtle ss find their stare' ......ituarion unique .
There is no single age nda for rura l educa tion that i~ univer-
...alto all the tates. Nonethc!e...s. a~ we look at the national
landscape. it ecm ... appropriate 10 note ollce again the four
indica tors co ntributing 10 top rankings for many state... on
the Urgency Gauge. They' are:

• average rura l teache r ...aluries.
• com puter use in the cla...sroorn.

schoo l adnunisuauve cos r (many ... rates ...pend
e.tlreme/y low on .R hoo/-Ievel leadcr-.hip). and

• the share of expe nditure ......pent on rmnspor­
tunon.

In this SCi of issues. we see 100 many states spending
money on moving kids arnund to larger scbool ... funherfrom
home. pay ing rural teachers too little to co mpete for the
highly qualified facul ties needed in hard -to-... taff ...chools.
and fail ing to support them with strong principal leader­
ship at the buildi ng IeH~ 1 or with adeq uate technology in
the classroom. T he-se. we suspect. are rural education prob­
lem.. 100common to ignore in any slate .


