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Below is a recent news release from the Rural School & Community Trust News Release documenting the upturn in rural school enrollments especially from minority students.  Where there are children, there are parents.
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Biennial Survey of Rural Schools Reveals a Dramatic Increase of Minorities and Overall Enrollment Growth

Nearly One-Half of ELL Students Live in Rural Communities

(Arlington, VA) – A biennial report issued today by the Rural School and Community Trust (Rural Trust) uncovered new trends and challenges facing rural educators. Overall, enrollment in rural schools is up by 15%—a reversal of the year-over-year declines these communities have seen. While overall enrollment is on the rise, the most startling data revealed in the new report, Why Rural Matters 2007: The   Realities of Rural Education Growth, is the 55% increase in rural minority students, with some states experiencing increases of more than 100%. Why Rural Matters 2007 also serves as a reminder that rural schools continue to face a number of challenges, including high poverty levels, low student achievement, low teacher salaries and uneven distribution of Title I funds.

“Rural education is evolving and growing, but the funding support and other resources for rural schools are not keeping pace,” said Rachel B. Tompkins, President of the Rural Trust. “It is time for action—not just acknowledgement—that rural schools need help. Teachers need better pay, students need equal access to academic supports, and schools need the fiscal resources to make investments to improve the quality of education.”

The report cites that the priority states where rural schools produce the worst student achievement outcomes also face an uphill battle to reverse that trend. Most priority states serve student populations with the severest socio-economic challenges—especially high poverty levels—and they operate with less money than rural schools in other states. Those states are located in four rural education regions: the Southwest, the Southeast, the Mid-South Delta, and Appalachia.

Specific findings and trends discussed in Why Rural Matters 2007 include:

Poorer and more diverse rural communities generate the lowest National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores in the country. The 12 states with the lowest average NAEP scores also have high socioeconomic challenges and high student diversity.

Rural graduation rates are below 70% in ten states, most of which are in the Southeast. South Carolina leads the nation with the lowest rate at 55%. Some states with the highest overall graduation rates also had the largest “graduation gaps” between white and minority students, with the graduation rate for minorities between 50-60%. 

Recruiting and retaining high quality teachers is an acute challenge for rural schools. Teacher salaries are lowest in the 13 states through the nation’s heartland.

Between 2002-03 and 2004-05, enrollment in schools located in communities of fewer than 2,500 increased by 1,339,000 (or 15%).  Enrollment for schools in communities of greater than 2,500 decreased by over 738,000 students—a 2% decrease—during the same time period.  While declining enrollment remains a significant factor in some rural school districts, this represents a reversal of fortunes for rural schools overall.

The population of rural English Language Learner (ELL) students is also sizable and growing. Rural ELL enrollment in the U.S. has increased dramatically in recent decades, more than doubling in the 15-year period between 1989-90 and 2004-05—a rate of increase more than seven times higher than the rate of increase for total student enrollment.

Southern states have the lowest per pupil instructional expenditures.  Nearly 50% of all ELL students live in rural communities in this region where states are ill-equipped to serve these students and where schools face some of the most severe socioeconomic challenges.

In the report, the Rural Trust offers some policy considerations to help improve the outlook for rural education, including:

Ø    Keep schools small. Research shows there are academic benefits for students attending small schools in small districts. Congress and state legislators should find ways to replicate advantages of large-scale systems without losing the intimacy, accountability, and cost-effective educational strategy of small schools.

Ø    Concentrate resources in high poverty areas. The cost of teaching low-income children rises disproportionately as the poverty rate increases; more student support per pupil in schools with high poverty rates is needed.

Ø    Maximize rural school effectiveness and efficiency with technology. Distance learning has been proven to be effective in meeting needs of rural communities. Additional financial and policy assistance is needed to develop and maintain adequate technology infrastructure, interlocal cooperation, and program coordination to support distance learning among clusters of schools.

The 2007 edition of Why Rural Matters is the fourth report in a biennial research series from the Rural Trust, but it is not a longitudinal study. Rather it is a snapshot of rural education using a changing set of indicators that reveal the complexity and diversity of rural education.  The reports provide essential information on the condition of rural education in the 50 states.

The full text and supporting interactive data tables, including a data sheet for each state, are available online at www.ruraledu.org/whyruralmatters
.
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The Rural Trust is the leading national nonprofit organization addressing the crucial relationship between good schools and thriving rural communities. 

Keep up the good work.  Let me know when we can help.
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