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About the Alliance for Excellent Education
The mission of the Alliance for Excellent Education is to promote high school transformation to make it
possible for every child to graduate prepared for postsecondary learning and success in life.
The Alliance for Excellent Education is a national policy and advocacy organization, based in Washington,
DC, working to improve national and federal policy so that all students can achieve at high academic levels and
graduate high school ready for success in college, work, and citizenship in the twenty-first century.
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The framework, shown graphically here,
encompasses seven policy areas that
represent key leverage points in ensuring
a comprehensive, systematic approach to
improving secondary education. The framework
also captures three guiding principles that
apply to all of the policy areas. Although the
appropriate federal role varies from one issue
area to another, they are all critically important
to reducing dropouts and increasing college and
career readiness.
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For additional information on strategies for improving the nation’s secondary schools, visit the Alliance’s website
at www.all4ed.org.
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FOREWORD: Why Rural Schools Are Important

Much of the recent debate over high school reform at the federal level has not involved rural schools; big
cities tend to dominate the discussion. “Out of sight, out of mind” may be one explanation. Another may be
a set of erroneous assumptions about education in rural America. But when one out of every four students
fails to graduate from our rural high schools, it’s not just a “local” issue; it’s a national crisis. Every student
in America deserves the chance to graduate from high school ready to succeed in college, careers, and life.
This paper challenges many of the myths about our rural communities that have led to a lack of attention
to the needs of their schools and to ineffective national policies.
Why should education reformers pay attention to rural high schools? And why now?
First, principles of basic equity demand it. The concept of No Child Left Behind was to identify where
shortcomings existed in different populations of students and target them for assistance. Rural schools and
rural students are no exception. We have an obligation to help them.
Second, beyond the moral imperative for equity is the growing complexity of our economy. With almost
90 percent of the fastest-growing high-wage jobs now requiring postsecondary education,1 our nation needs
every child to be prepared to participate in the global economy. No longer can we write off large numbers of
children, whether by race or by region, and still meet the steadily growing skill demands of the twenty-first
century. Whether a rural-educated child remains in her community or begins a career in Silicon Valley, our
nation desperately needs her operating at the maximum of her ability.
Third, another critical element in current reform efforts is the ability to evaluate and replicate. The nature
of rural schools and close-knit communities can be more conducive to implementing change rapidly and
performing the necessary evaluations. In communities where residents gather in the volunteer fire hall, the
church, the local retail outlet, or the high school, discussions are frequent and consensus can often be quickly
achieved—another example of how establishing and evaluating successful practices in rural schools can lead
to quick replication in more populous areas.
Finally, beyond calling attention to the condition of America’s rural high schools, there is one other
overarching priority behind the writing of this paper: the almost unprecedented opportunity that exists
right now. The severe budget crises in many state and local governments coupled with the current national
urgency for massive education reform dictates a need for major policy actions in the very near future. Given
the dire fiscal situation in most states, the reality is that the next two to three years will provide a rare
moment when the federal government will be the driving force. The traditional educational functions of
administration and instruction will remain with local school districts and states, but the federal government
will have the responsibility to provide the commitment and strategic resources for true innovation.
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There is a limited window of opportunity at the federal level to achieve critical policy changes that will
truly lead to every child graduating from high school ready for college and ready for a career. Addressing the
challenges and conditions for rural schools described in this paper must be part of the solutions.

Bob Wise

President, Alliance for Excellent Education
Former Governor of West Virginia
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Executive Summary
High schools are a cornerstone of America’s rural communities. When they are strong, rural secondary
schools provide twenty-first-century students with the high-level knowledge, skills, and technology
they need to succeed in college, careers, and life. In too many rural communities, however, high
schools are in trouble. In fact, more than one fifth of the nation’s two thousand poorest-performing
high schools are located in rural areas.2 Despite progress in overall rural educational attainment, rural
high school dropout rates are still too high and college enrollment rates too low. Currently, one in
four rural students fails to graduate from high school, and the rate is even lower for minority youth.3
In addition, only 17 percent of rural adults age twenty-five and older have a college degree—half the
percentage of urban adults.4 With more than 3.4 million American students currently attending rural
high schools,5 these troubling outcomes are more than a “local” problem. They are a national crisis.
When one out of every four students fails to graduate from our nation’s rural high schools,
it’s not just a “local” issue; it’s a national crisis. —Bob Wise, President, Alliance for Excellent
Education
Globalization and the technological revolution have had a profound impact on rural communities.
While a high school diploma was once sufficient to secure a stable job with benefits, nearly two thirds
of new jobs created in the fastest-growing sectors of the economy will require some postsecondary
education.6 In addition, higher-level skills are needed to meet the growing diversity of the rural
workplace as local markets expand beyond natural-resource-dependent industries to adapt to a
knowledge-based economy. In a rapidly changing workforce, the quality of local high schools has a
direct impact on the future economic success of both rural communities and the nation.
Rural schools simultaneously face advantages and disadvantages in meeting the goals of today’s global
economy. Among the challenges are shrinking local tax bases, federal and state education funding
inequities, challenges in recruiting and retaining highly effective teachers and leaders, limited access to
Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate courses, and the out-migration of young people
and professionals. As rural enrollment becomes more diverse, local high schools also find it harder to
meet the changing needs of young people, including the special set of challenges facing low-income
and minority students, English language learners, and others at significant risk for dropping out of
high school. What’s more, small enrollments, geographic isolation, and limited purchasing power
(i.e., economies of scale) present challenges unknown to most urban school districts in advancing
school improvement initiatives.
At the same time, however, the inherent assets of rural schools and communities provide a strong
foundation for progress. These advantages include increasing access to innovative technology,
distance-learning and place-based learning opportunities, and high levels of volunteer support from
parents and other concerned stakeholders. Along with appropriate and adequate backing from state
and national leaders, rural high schools have tremendous potential to ensure that all of their students
graduate ready to succeed in college and careers.
Given the local and national implications of the rural high school crisis, this report is intended to give
federal policymakers a detailed understanding of the challenges facing rural high schools as well as
3
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the inherent assets that rural schools bring to the national education reform debate. In particular, the
report underscores the need for federal solutions that effectively address the following issues:
•• Ensuring fair and adequate federal investments: From expanding advanced course offerings
to recruiting and retaining teachers, effective high schools require sufficient financial and
human capital. In addition to state and local funding limitations, many smaller rural school
districts are at a distinct disadvantage when it comes to federal Title I funding, the largest
federal funding source available to help local school districts expand opportunities for lowincome students. Districts are only required to make Title I funding available to high schools
with a student poverty rate of 75 percent or higher. This bars most rural high schools from
ever receiving federal funding. The rural districts that do qualify for Title I funds generally
receive less per-pupil funding than larger districts. Current weighted formulas, which allow
districts to choose either the number or the percentage of poor students to determine
their Title I allotment, favor large rural districts with a large number of poor students, and
disadvantage smaller schools. While there are additional directed federal funding sources for
rural schools, they do not adequately address federal funding shortfalls.
•• Providing high standards and demanding courses: Many rural high schools are already setting
high expectations for every student and ensuring that all standards, assessments, and
accountability systems reflect the high-level skills and knowledge all students need. To help
meet these standards, an increasing number of rural high schools are employing cuttingedge technologies and other distance-learning opportunities to expand the availability and
choice of rigorous courses, including Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate,
and dual-credit classes. In addition, rural high schools, often configured as a K–12 school,
are pioneers in the expansion of local place-based learning—rigorous, hands-on learning
opportunities that provide real-world relevance to improve academic performance. Despite
these innovations, however, too many rural high schools still lack the funding, personnel, and
technological infrastructure to provide students with rigorous high-level coursework—a vital
prerequisite for college and career success.
•• Improving rural high school accountability: A significant number of rural schools still struggle
with deeply rooted issues that make it difficult to meet more stringent state and federal testbased accountability standards, especially for students who face multiple academic and social
barriers. These students include minority youth, English language learners, transient children
(such as children of migrant workers), and students with special needs. Any accountability
system must play close attention to these groups in particular. At the same time, there are
also concerns among rural high school leaders that current accountability systems have led to
the teaching of lower-level skills and the narrowing of curriculum options. Rural educators
find themselves especially frustrated with what they view as the overemphasis on a single,
low-level test, which undermines their unique assets—strong school connectedness, and
the ability to engage in more creative, place-based, and interdisciplinary curricula—both of
which can help to improve student achievement and successfully prepare students for college
and work.
•• Expanding student supports and options: Strong rural high schools ensure that all students
have access to rigorous and option-based courses of study and connect young people with
a broader range of social supports to address problems inside and outside of the classroom.
4
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In tight-knit rural communities, strong teacher-student relationships and small teacherstudent ratios are common, allowing for more personalization for students, individualized
instruction, and increased career satisfaction for teachers. Due to funding limitations and
geographic isolation, however, rural communities often contend with more limited social
service networks to meet the needs of students at risk, including those dealing with substance
abuse, teen pregnancy, gang involvement, and other serious problems that impact their
personal well-being, academic success, and career preparation.
•• Recruiting and retaining highly effective teachers: Successful rural high schools are able
to ensure an adequate number of high-quality teachers to boost academic success.
Unfortunately, too many rural communities struggle to find and keep effective teachers.
Even though rural teachers generally report a higher level of job satisfaction than their
urban and suburban counterparts, rural communities have a higher number of less-qualified
teachers and often lose their most experienced employees to higher-paying districts in nearby
suburban and urban areas. Despite these ongoing challenges, however, an increasing number
of rural communities are addressing these difficulties head-on with advanced technologies
and distance learning that allow teachers to expand their professional development
opportunities, as well as “grow-your-own” programs that encourage talented young people
to stay and teach in their home communities.
•• Building strong models of community support: Rural communities play a vital role in the
success—or failure—of their local high schools. High-performing high schools depend
on local community-based services, businesses, and other nonacademic partners to stretch
limited resources and support a common vision for change. Rural high schools often have
the benefit of small, tight-knit communities to help guide school improvement efforts
and participate regularly in school activities. Unprecedented and widespread reliance on
technology is also allowing rural high schools to engage local stakeholders in educational
goals and outcomes more broadly than ever. Unfortunately, however, some rural counties
may still lack the tax base, stable local economy, and sufficient social and community capital
to invest adequately in local high schools. In areas that have lost a large number of young
people and highly educated professionals to higher-paying jobs in nearby cities, retaining
broad-based community support is also an ongoing challenge.
•• Setting high expectations for college and career success: Some rural communities, especially
those that struggle with persistent poverty, lack the resources to ensure that their students,
including gifted students, are ready for college. Far too many rural high schools lack the
requisite parental and community support to foster high expectations for college and
careers. In addition, unstable economies and a dwindling local workforce make it more
difficult to provide some rural students with the diverse, hands-on work experience they
need to supplement their academic training. With the right community and parent support,
however, some rural high schools are succeeding. Students continue with postsecondary
education after acquiring promising work opportunities that connect them to helpful college
and career resources. Additional progress is desperately needed, however, to expand similar
opportunities to high school students in the impoverished and isolated communities of
rural America.
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In addition to focusing federal attention on these important issues, the Alliance for Excellent
Education is committed to ensuring that rural communities have a continued, strong voice in
the national debate on how to achieve high school excellence. Building the nation’s capacity to
prepare rural secondary school students for success in college and careers will improve America’s
competitiveness, strengthen rural economies, and ensure that every child is a graduate with a
reasonable chance for a viable future.

6

current Challenges and opportunities in Preparing Rural High School Students for Success in college and careers

The Challenge: Improve Rural High Schools, Expand
Student Opportunities
High schools are a cornerstone of America’s rural communities, serving both as learning institutions
and centers of civic engagement. When they are strong, rural secondary schools provide young people
with the personalized attention and high-level skills they need to succeed in college, careers, and
life. They prepare students to participate in the global economy and to enhance local industry. Most
important, excellent rural high schools ensure that all students, regardless of income or background,
graduate with an equal opportunity to find competitive, well-paying jobs and to contribute to their
families, communities, and the nation.
Just as in urban and suburban communities, however, there are far too many rural high schools
in crisis. Across the United States, only one third of students who enter ninth grade each year can
expect to graduate four years later with the knowledge they need for postsecondary education and
the workforce.7 In fact, almost two thousand of the country’s high schools are doing such a poor job
of educating their students that some researchers refer to them as “dropout factories.”8 More than
20 percent of these dropout factories are located in rural communities.9 Although rural Americans
have now attained historically high levels of education,10 there is still a long way to go to ensure that
every child is a graduate. Today, one in four rural students fails to graduate from high school, and
the failure rate is even higher for students of color.11 In addition, only 17 percent of rural adults age
twenty-five and over have completed college—half the college completion rate of urban adults.12
More than one fifth of the nation’s dropout factories are located in rural areas.

Geographic Location of Rural Dropout Factories
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2007; Johns Hopkins University, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics, 2007.
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Impact of Globalization
Globalization and the technology revolution have had an ongoing and profound impact on rural
communities, providing both opportunities and challenges for economic growth. Despite the national
recession and debilitating state budget crises, many rural areas are thriving. In North Dakota, for
example, telemarketing firms are scrambling to fill new positions in this high-growth industry. A bank
in the Northwest that once supported rural lumber communities is now offering green building loans
to promote sustainable community development. A West Virginia lawyer is relying on broadband
access to set up a statewide law practice more than two hours from his nearest client.13 At the same
time, however, countless manufacturing plants—once the backbone of many rural communities—are
closing or going offshore. Talented local workers are leaving rural areas for higher-paying jobs in
nearby suburban and urban communities, a labor pattern known as “out-migration” or “brain drain.”
While a high school diploma was once the ticket to a stable job with benefits, nearly two thirds of
the jobs currently being created in the fastest-growing sectors of the U.S. economy—including office,
health care, and teaching positions—now require some postsecondary education.14 And although
there has been a “28 percent increase in the number of jobs that traditionally required a college
degree, the largest share of the increase in jobs with postsecondary education requirements—about
72 percent—comes from higher skills needed in jobs that previously” required only a high school
degree or less.15 Even for those jobs that do not require a college education, workers still need new
technology and other high-level skills to meet the growing demands and diversity of the rural
workplace, especially as local markets continue to expand beyond their traditional agricultural and
manufacturing bases.16
While a high school diploma was once the ticket to a stable job with benefits, nearly two
thirds of the jobs currently being created in the fastest-growing sectors of the U.S. economy
now require some postsecondary education.

Secondary Education and Economic Success
Just like their urban and suburban peers, rural high school students require unprecedented levels of
academic, analytical, and technological skills to compete in the global economy and meet changing
business needs.17 Instead of looking to rural communities as a traditional source of low-skill, lowwage workers, national and international employers are now seeking out rural communities with
high concentrations of well-educated, skilled workers and strong municipal and technological
infrastructures.18 From agriculture and ranching to lumber and mining, the demand for specific
vocational skills in natural-resource-based jobs is being replaced by the need for general cognitive
skills and mathematical and verbal reasoning.19 And while the success of rural regions was once largely
dependent on the quality of the transportation system linking it to the rest of the world, today’s rural
communities are finding that, in a knowledge-based economy, a strong education system is even more
valuable than a four-lane highway.
In rural America today, the quality and performance of local high schools have a direct impact on
their communities’ ability to attract new industries and achieve economic growth. For a business
executive deciding where to locate a new facility, the local high school is both an indicator of
8
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future workforce quality and a selling point for relocating workers. Good high schools also play an
important role in expanding and diversifying already-existing local industries by providing their
students with the skills to participate in urban and suburban expansion, capitalizing on natural
settings for tourism and retirement, and building other non-natural-resource-based businesses.20 For
all these reasons, a community’s ability to build the public will and institutional capacity to create a
successful high school is a “make-or-break” proposition—a key determinant in the economic future of
rural America and the nation.
With seven out of eight rural counties now dominated by nonagricultural jobs, ensuring
that rural high schools provide students with twenty-first-century workplace skills is more
crucial than ever.

Rural School Enrollment on the Rise
While rural communities tend to serve smaller numbers of students than their urban and suburban
counterparts,21 the overall number of children in rural schools is significant. Nationally, one in five
children—almost 10 million children—attends a rural school.22 Of these, approximately 3.4 million
attend a rural high school.23 And despite population loss and brain drain in some rural communities,
overall rural school enrollment is on the rise. Although total public school enrollment has increased
by only 1 percent over the past several years, enrollment in rural schools in communities with a
population of 2,500 or less has jumped by 15 percent, a national increase of more than 1.3 million
students.24
As rural enrollment grows, however, so do the challenges of local high schools in meeting the
academic needs of their students and more demanding state and federal accountability standards.
While the increasing number of students may nominally boost federal funding opportunities in some
local districts, growing population diversity also brings additional costs for bilingual teachers, new
curricula, and other expensive services. Because low education outcomes are highly correlated with
persistent poverty, academic and social service gaps are particularly intense for the high number of
chronically underdeveloped counties in central Appalachia,25 the Deep South, the Southwest’s Rio
Grande border area, American Indian communities in the northern plains, and parts of Alaska. In
fact, one fourth of the rural counties with the lowest high school completion rates include two thirds
of all the nation’s persistent poverty counties.26
The link between high poverty and low education has a particularly devastating impact on the most
vulnerable high school students, who, in addition to economic disadvantages, may also experience
racism and other serious barriers in their local communities. In particular, minority students, English
language learners, highly mobile students (including homeless children and children of migrant
families), and students with special education needs are often at a higher risk for dropping out of high
school without the skills they need to succeed.
Although people living in rural areas constitute a minority of the U.S. population, the
number of rural Americans exceeds the total population of all but twenty-two of the world’s
two hundred countries.27
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Persistent Poverty in Rural Counties
Despite progress, rural high schools’ efforts to meet more stringent state and federal accountability
measures are often thwarted by a chronic lack of adequate financial resources and personnel.
Particularly difficult for small, rural high schools is meeting the complex academic and social needs
of all their students without the requisite number of highly trained teachers and the funds to expand
advanced coursework and provide state-of-the-art equipment. These challenges are compounded for
the large number of rural high schools located in counties that experience persistent, intergenerational
poverty. Unfortunately, there is a close correlation between poverty and poor educational outcomes. In
fact, one fourth of all nonmetro counties with the lowest high school completion rates encompass two
thirds of all persistent poverty counties.28 In addition to poor graduation rates, low education levels
are also associated with low-wage economies, less stable labor forces, and insufficient community
capital to invest in better schools.29 This cycle of economic distress is reinforced by the high rates of
child poverty in many rural areas. Although rural child poverty rates have recently declined, they remain
significantly higher (21 percent) than poverty rates for urban children (18 percent).30 Rural child poverty
is most severe in central Appalachia, the Deep South, the Rio Grande border area, and American Indian
communities in the northern plains. Moreover, in rural areas, minority children are overrepresented in
the count of poor children relative to their share of the population.31

Population Growth in Rural America
Is rural America growing or shrinking? The answer is both. Overall, rural populations grew by over
10 percent between 1990 and 2000 and have continued to increase over the past decade.32 Thanks
to high immigration and birthrates, the rural West, in particular, has grown by 20 percent, twice the
national average. In addition, the South, parts of the Rocky Mountain West, southern Appalachia,
and the upper Great Lakes region have also experienced a population boom, attracting high numbers
of retirees looking for moderate climates and scenic amenities. This exodus reflects a growing
number of African Americans migrating from urban areas back to small towns.33 Rural America is
also experiencing the growth of a younger population, many of them immigrants with school-age
children.34 Since 1980, for example, the rural Hispanic population has doubled, and it is now the most
rapidly growing demographic group in small towns.35 There have also been increases in non-Hispanic
foreign-born populations in rural areas, numbers that have been reinforced by a younger immigrant
population and high fertility rates.36 In total, immigrants accounted for almost 30 percent of rural
population growth between 2000 and 2005.37 In addition to the rural immigrant wave, an increasing
number of urban and suburban dwellers are moving to rural communities that are now increasingly
considered “urban commuter zones.”38
At the same time, the decline of small-town America is still very real in many areas of the country.
One in four rural counties lost population between 1990 and 2000 due to employment losses and
out-migration of young adults in the labor force.39 The areas hardest hit by employment and
population losses are the Great Plains, the Corn Belt, and low-income areas such as the Appalachian
coalfields and the lower Mississippi Valley.40 In areas of both rural growth and rural decline, however,
the population paradox has and will continue to have serious academic and funding implications for
America’s rural high schools. With seven out of eight rural counties now dominated by nonagricultural
jobs, ensuring that rural high schools provide students with twenty-first-century workplace skills is
more crucial than ever.41
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What Does “Rural” Really Mean?
From small, affluent New England towns to poor, remote communities in the Mid-South Delta, all
rural communities are not created equal.42 Significant differences in geography, fiscal capacity, and local
infrastructure make it difficult for federal leaders to develop uniform national policies that effectively
address the unique, and sometimes conflicting, educational needs of individual rural high schools. In
addition to regional differences, challenges in education policy development and implementation are
exacerbated by the lack of one consistent federal statutory definition of what constitutes a “rural” area.43
Understanding what rural means is important to help federal policymakers identify the resource needs
of rural communities and monitor and evaluate their use.44 In addition to ensuring that federal policy
interventions are responsive to different rural contexts, inconsistent definitions of rural may present
challenges for education researchers seeking to compare outcomes between regions and aggregate
data to achieve an accurate national overview of rural high school performance.45 For these reasons,
it is essential that federal policymakers understand the differing definitions of rural and their legal
implications to ensure that education policy reform efforts do not unfairly disadvantage rural high
schools in their states and districts.46

Rural Schools and Communities: Facts-at-a-Glance
Number and Size of Rural Schools
••One

in five students attends rural schools: More than half of all school districts and one third of all
public schools are in rural areas. Fully 20 percent of the nation’s public school students are enrolled in
rural schools.47
••Rural

enrollment on the rise: Overall, public school enrollment has increased by 1 percent
(approximately 602,000 students) while enrollment in rural schools (communities with populations
under 2,500) has increased by 15 percent (approximately 1.3 million students).48
••Prevalence

of small schools: A larger percentage of public school students in rural areas (10 percent)
attend very small schools (schools with fewer than two hundred students) compared with towns (4
percent), cities (2 percent), and suburbs (1 percent).49
••Private

school enrollment: Only 6 percent of rural students were enrolled in private schools, less than
the overall national rate of 11 percent.50
••Rural

charter schools: In 2006–07 only 2 percent of rural high schools were charter schools, compared
to 13 percent of urban, 5 percent of suburban, and 3 percent of schools in towns.51 In 2006–07 just 1
percent of rural high school students attended charter schools.52
••Homeschooling

in rural areas: In 2003, 2.9 percent of rural students (compared to 2.2 percent
nationwide) were homeschooled and 28 percent of the homeschooled population lived in rural areas.53
Poverty in Rural Schools and Communities
••High

rural poverty rates: Although rural child poverty rates have recently declined, they remain
significantly higher (21 percent) than poverty rates for urban children (18 percent).54 Minority children
are overrepresented in the count of poor children relative to their share of the population.55
••Students

in moderate-to-high-poverty schools: The percentage of public school students in remote rural
areas attending a moderate-to-high-poverty school (45 percent) was higher than the percentages in all
other locales except large and midsize cities.56
••Highest-need

rural education regions: The highest-need education regions are generally located in the
Southwest, the Southeast, the Mid-South Delta, and Appalachia, due to a combination of poverty, fiscal
challenges, and low levels of adult education and student achievement.57
Continued on page 12
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Diversity in Rural Schools
••States

with the largest populations of minority students: Minority students make up 25 percent or
more of the student population in eleven states (Alabama, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana,
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia). These states serve 80
percent of all rural minority students in the nation.58
••Impact of poverty on minority populations: Larger percentages of black and American Indian/Alaska
Native public school students in remote rural areas attended moderate-to-high-poverty schools (87
percent and 79 percent, respectively) than in large cities (78 percent and 62 percent, respectively).59
••States

with no ethnic majority: In five states (Alaska, Arizona, California, Hawaii, and New Mexico),
there is no racial or ethnic majority group in rural schools.60
High School Graduation Rates
••Overall

rural graduation rates: The graduation rate for public high school students is higher in rural
areas (73 percent) than in cities (59 percent) or towns (70 percent) but slightly lower than in suburban
areas (74 percent).61
••Graduation

disparities for rural minorities: Compared to the overall high school graduation rate for
rural high school students (73 percent) and the overall graduation rate for white rural high school
students (75 percent),
··51 percent of rural America Indian/Alaska Native students graduate from high school;
··68 percent of Asian and Pacific Islanders graduate from high school;
··61 percent of Hispanic students graduate from high school; and
··54 percent of black students graduate from high school.62
Rural College Enrollment and Graduation Rates
••College

enrollment rates: College enrollment rates for eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds and twentyfive- to twenty-nine-year-olds are generally lower in rural areas than in all other locales.63
••College

completion rates: Only 17 percent of rural adults age twenty-five and older had completed
college in 2000—half the percentage of urban adults.64
••Rewards

of a college degree: Rural college graduates currently make more than twice as much as
rural high school dropouts and have significantly lower unemployment rates.65 However, rural areas
have a smaller percentage of adults with a four-year college degree than either cities or suburbs.66
Aspirations and Out-migration
••Education

expectations: Based on a recent study, nonmetro youth have lower expectations for future
schooling than suburban and urban youth. Nearly one half (47 percent) of nonmetro youth reported
“little chance they would be enrolled in regular school in five years.”67
••Out-migration

of young people: Only one in five youth who were living in nonmetro areas in 2000
were still living in a nonmetro area in 2005. The rest migrated to either a suburban area (50 percent)
or a central-city metro area (29 percent).68
Rural Employment Rates
••Median

earnings: Regardless of educational attainment, persons in rural areas generally have higher
median earnings than those in cities but lower median earnings than those in suburban areas, when
adjusted to reflect local cost differences.69
••Rural

unemployment rates among young people: In 2004, a larger percentage of teenagers in rural
areas compared to suburban areas were neither enrolled in school nor employed (6 percent vs. 4
percent).70
••Adult

unemployment rates: The unemployment rate for adults ages twenty-five to thirty-four was
lower in rural areas (7 percent) than in cities (8 percent) and towns (8 percent). The unemployment
rate for adults ages thirty-five to sixty-four was lower in rural areas (4.5 percent) than in all other
locales (5–6 percent).71 72
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The Goal: Overcome Challenges, Build on Assets
To ensure that every student graduates high school ready for college and careers, rural high schools
must consider both the assets and the limitations that they bring to bear on current reform efforts.
As they have for centuries, rural communities provide a solid, community-focused foundation for
change.
•• High levels of parental involvement, supportive community partnerships, strong teacherstudent relationships, and personalized academic support can help to engage a broad range of
essential stakeholders in the success of local education reforms.
•• Increases in overall rural student enrollment in many rural communities accelerated by the
growing racial and ethnic diversity of rural populations offer new opportunities to explore
innovative and inclusive ways to meet individual student needs.
•• Cutting-edge technologies, innovative distance-learning techniques, and pioneering efforts
in place-based education are opening doors to more rigorous curricula, real-world work
experiences, and heightened expectations of college and career success.
Rural High Schools with High Promoting Power
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At the same time, however, many rural communities face serious barriers in implementing local
reforms and meeting federal and state accountability standards.
•• Many rural high schools—especially those in smaller, geographically remote, and poor
counties—do not have the same levels of financial, community, and transportation resources
available in most urban and suburban populations.

13

Alliance for Excellent Education

•• Shrinking tax bases and shifting local economies, low salaries, and brain drain among young
people and educated professionals make it challenging for some rural communities to attract
and retain high-quality teachers and administrators.73
•• A chronic lack of funding in smaller and more isolated communities for Advanced Placement
courses (especially in math, science, and foreign languages) and dual-credit courses, and
fewer local employment resources to support student work-based learning opportunities,
contribute to lower high school graduation and college enrollment rates and diminished
career opportunities.74
These hardships for rural communities have a disproportionate impact on the poorest rural
communities, often the same areas that serve the highest percentage of English language learners
and students with special needs who require more costly, specialized services to overcome additional
academic challenges.75

Ensuring Fair and Adequate Federal Investments
With more than half of the nation’s school districts located in rural areas,76 underperforming rural
high schools impact every state in the nation by limiting higher education and employment options,
undermining local economies, and reducing state and national economic competitiveness. Despite
some promising reform strategies, however, federal education policies and research efforts tend
to favor urban and suburban high schools with the largest student populations, paying too little
attention to the unique needs and circumstances of rural communities.
Unfortunately, there are funding as well as policy disparities, especially when it comes to federal
Title I dollars, the nation’s largest source of educational funding for low-income school districts.
Based on current formulas, for example, the 40 percent of rural schools77 that qualify for Title I
funds generally receive less Title I funding per pupil than larger districts (see text box below).78 In
addition to federal funding inequities, smaller and poorer rural communities are often unable to
generate sufficient property tax revenues to make up for current budget shortfalls, chronic deficits
that have been compounded by the national recession and state budget crises.79 And because
$10 billion of supplemental educational funds authorized in the stimulus package is being
distributed through existing Title I formulas, poorer and smaller districts will continue to suffer
disproportionately despite the federal intention to provide relief.80

Title I and Rural High Schools
All of the elements of effective rural high school reform—from offering advanced curricula and new
technology options to providing strong professional development opportunities—require sufficient
financial and human capital to help ensure their effective application. In general, smaller and poorer
rural communities are already financially disadvantaged because they have a lower local tax base
that makes it difficult to generate sufficient property tax revenues to make up for current budget
shortfalls—chronic deficits that have been intensified by the national recession and current state
budget crises.81
Continued on page 15
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In addition to state and local funding problems, many rural high schools encounter major ongoing
challenges in obtaining adequate and equitable federal funding to meet their education goals.82 Many
rural schools are particularly disadvantaged when it comes to federal Title I funding, the largest source
of federal financial assistance to schools to help expand education opportunities for low-income
children. Rural community challenges with Title I funding are twofold. The first difficulty is shared by
all public high schools: federal law only requires districts to provide Title I funding to their local high
schools if they have student poverty rates of 75 percent or higher. As a result, only 16 percent of
overall Title I funds awarded in the 2006–07 school year were used to serve students in grades 9–12.83
Based on current restrictions, very few rural high schools meet this threshold. Overall, only 18 percent
of Title I funds go to fund rural schools—the same percentage as rural schools’ share of low-income
students.84 In 2006–07, only 40 percent of rural high schools were eligible for Title I funds (compared
to 54 percent of urban, 28 percent of suburban, and 37 percent of town high schools).85
For the few rural high schools that meet this funding threshold, there is another problem: smaller high
schools generally receive less Title I funding per pupil than larger districts, usually located in urban
and suburban locales.86 Since the 2002 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act, known as No Child Left Behind, additional Title I funding has been distributed mainly through
two Title I formulas, the Targeted Formula and the Education Finance Incentive Grant. These formulas
use a “weighting” system designed to ensure that higher-poverty districts get disproportionately
more money than lower-poverty districts. To distribute funds under this formula, a certain “weight” is
applied for each poor student in the district. As the number or percentage of poor students in a district
gets larger, so does the weight that is applied to each poor student.
The problem from a rural school perspective is that the current formula allows districts to choose
whether they will use a weighted system based on the number of poor students in the district or a
weighted system based on the percentage of poor students in the district. The effect of the weighting
system is that large districts that choose the numbered system benefit disproportionately because they
have more children who can receive higher weights than they would under the percentage system. A
smaller rural school district with the same percentage of poor students as a larger school district will
end up with a far lower per-pupil allotment under Title I.87 In Pennsylvania, for example, the largest
twenty-one (of 433) districts with half of all Title I students received 70 percent of the weighted grant
funds and 60 percent of all Title I funds. The remaining 433 smaller districts with the other half of Title
I students received only 30 percent of the weighted grants and 40 percent of all Title I funds. Overall,
the larger Pennsylvania districts received $2,135 per Title I student, on average, while the smaller
districts received only $1,404 per Title I student, on average.88
There are other directed federal funding sources for rural schools, such as Impact Aid, which benefits
districts on Indian reservations or military bases, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Secure
Rural Schools Program, which targets districts located on federal forest lands. While these programs
are intended to compensate districts for lost tax revenue due to federal land ownership, they are not
regarded as a supplementary source to make up for overall federal funding shortfalls. The Small Rural
School Achievement Program and the Rural and Low-Income School Program also fund rural schools
and are intended, in part, to compensate for rural districts’ inability to take advantage of federal
competitive grant programs because of limited personnel to oversee complex application processes.
However, total funding for this program is only $174 million, compared to the $14 billion in Title I
funding allocated to school districts in fiscal year 2009.89
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Providing High Standards and Demanding Courses
Successful rural high schools set high expectations for every student and ensure that all standards,
assessments, and accountability systems reflect high-level skills and knowledge. Even in smaller
and poorer rural communities, this means access to rigorous classes and the opportunity to take
Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate courses, earn college credits, or obtain industry
certification credentials. Previous lessons learned from the National Science Foundation’s rural
systemic initiatives tell us the challenge is great.90 While some issues or problems confronting rural
high schools may be argued as similar to high schools in urban America, finding successful solutions,
particularly for small, rural high schools, requires an understanding of important and differing
contexts in rural America.
Limited Access to Diverse and Rigorous Coursework
Due to the shortage of appropriately trained teachers, financial constraints, and geographic isolation,
many rural high schools offer limited access to rigorous classes in basic academic subjects (e.g.,
math, science, and foreign languages), career and technical education programs, community college
dual-credit options, and Advanced Placement coursework. These limitations have a direct impact
on a high school’s ability to prepare students for success in college and higher-paying careers. The
percentage of public high school students attending schools offering Advanced Placement and
International Baccalaureate courses or programs, for example, is significantly lower in rural areas (69
percent and 1 percent, respectively) than in cities (93 percent and 8 percent) and suburbs (96 percent
and 7 percent).91 While online courses and other distance opportunities are successfully expanding
advanced learning opportunities for some rural students (see text boxes on pages 17 and 18), other
rural high schools report ongoing struggles with insufficient technological infrastructure (e.g., limited
broadband access), too few teachers to oversee the use of the technology, or insufficient funds to
justify assigning one teacher to such a small number of students.92
Rural high schools have, however, fared better in offering dual-credit courses (classes that allow
students to earn simultaneous high school and college credit). In fact, the percentage of public high
school students in rural areas attending schools offering dual-credit courses (76 percent) was not
measurably different than in cities and suburbs.93
A shortage of appropriately trained teachers, financial constraints, and geographic isolation
in rural schools results in limited access to rigorous classes in basic subject matters and
Advanced Placement courses, particularly in math, science, and foreign languages—
academic deficits that have a direct impact on a high school’s ability to prepare students for
success in college and careers.
The Power of Technology
While the nation’s “digital divide” continues to disadvantage many rural communities, an increasing
number of rural high schools are effectively and creatively capitalizing on new technologies to
expand distance- and professional-learning opportunities for students and teachers, monitor
student performance, expand communication with community stakeholders, help students develop
key workforce skills, and improve access to advanced coursework.94 As of 2005, nearly all public
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schools—both nationally and in rural areas—had Internet access.95 Nationwide, there was an average
of one instructional computer with Internet access for every 3.8 public school students. In rural areas,
the ratio was one instructional computer with Internet access for every three public school students,
which was lower than the corresponding ratios in suburban areas and cities.96 Almost one fifth of
public schools in rural areas currently provide teachers with handheld computers, and 12 percent lend
laptop computers to students.97 More than 21 percent of small-town and rural schools currently offer
distance-learning courses through television, satellite, the Internet, or e-mail.98
Increased technology access in the schools has been reinforced by a growth in technology access at
home. In 2007, 52 percent of all rural households had in-home Internet access, compared to 64
percent of urban households.99 In addition, a number of federal programs and private initiatives—
from the federally funded Star Schools program100 to the Technology Grants for Rural Schools
program101—are helping to make engaging software and online resources an integral part of the high
school curriculum.102 Maine, for example, a largely rural state, is one of the leaders in encouraging the
use of technology in education. In partnership with Apple Computer in 2002, Maine took advantage
of a state budget surplus to outfit every student and teacher in seventh and eighth grade with a laptop
computer. In the spring of 2009, it extended the program to all high school students in addition to
replacing the aging laptops in middle schools. The goal of the program aligns with the most pressing
needs of its rural schools by building student skills to participate in a twenty-first-century workplace
and providing increased access to information sources and virtual classes that would not otherwise be
offered in their local schools.103
As of 2005, nearly all public schools—both nationally and in rural areas— had Internet
access. However, without the necessary staff and infrastructure at school, in addition to
access at home, technology can do little to improve academic outcomes.

Videoconferencing Technology Expands Academic Horizons
The Wilson County Schools in north-central Tennessee are expanding advanced learning opportunities
for their rural high school students using cutting-edge videoconferencing technologies. Using a
video camera, a document camera, and an interactive whiteboard, a local high school teacher is
now teaching the county’s first distance-learning class in Discrete Math, a course that includes live
lectures and computerized self-paced lessons. As a result of this new technology, the teacher can
simultaneously offer the class to students in her home high school and students at a more remote
high school twelve miles away. The students who are viewing her class remotely can log on to a
computer and use a headset and microphone to participate in the live lectures. At the same time,
the teacher can get a larger view of her “remote” students by projecting her video feed onto an
interactive whiteboard. As a result of this project, Wilson County Schools have not only been able
to expand advanced course options, but they are also improving their students’ technology skills, a
combination designed to improve academic outcomes and successfully prepare students for collegelevel math courses.104
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Using Technology to Improve Student Achievement in Rural High Schools
The Southern Regional Education Board’s (SREB) Educational Technology Cooperative is a national
effort that focuses on ways to help state leaders create and expand effective uses of technology in
schools and colleges. The Cooperative also works with states to provide information and leadership
to assist them in sharing their experience and resources as they address the policy, instructional, and
management issues connected with virtual schools currently located in all sixteen SREB states.105 Based
on its learning in more than 3,300 school districts and nearly eight hundred colleges and universities
in the SREB states, the multistate Cooperative reports that rural schools describe five major factors as
critical to technological success:106
••effective leadership: providing local leaders with the essential knowledge and skills to establish a
supportive climate for the effective use of technology in schools;
••adequate

and sustainable funding: obtaining adequate state and federal funding to support
technology programs on an equitable, sustainable basis;
••development

of a technology plan: developing and evaluating a strategy that focuses directly on
technology and its link to student outcomes and improved student achievement;
••focused, high-quality professional development: providing staff access to online training and
support programs that effectively integrate technology into classroom learning; and
••competent and available technical support: ensuring sufficient and qualified staff to support
and expand available technologies and keep systems running smoothly on a day-to-day basis.107

What Is Next for E-Rate?
In the Telecommunications Act of 1996, federal policymakers recognized the essential benefit
telecommunications provide to schools and libraries. As a result, the federal government established
the Universal Service Program for Schools and Libraries, also known as “E-Rate.” The E-Rate program
provides reduced-cost telecommunications services to schools and libraries and is funded by the
Universal Service Fund, maintained through compulsory fees paid by telecommunication providers.
As a result of the E-Rate program, 99 percent of public schools had access to the Internet in 2002,
and as of 2005 86 percent of rural schools were still participating in the program. Now that the E-Rate
has succeeded in connecting so many rural schools to the information highway, the question for
federal leaders is whether and how it should be modified to further improve technological access and
infrastructure in rural communities.108

Emphasis on Place-Based Learning
Despite challenges in providing Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, and other highlevel learning opportunities, many rural high schools are successfully pioneering rigorous place-based
learning options. Place-based education is a term used to describe hands-on learning opportunities
that are rooted in local history, culture, art, and environment.109 These classes can take a variety of
forms—from an advanced biology course in partnership with a local fishery to a history project that
focuses on a community’s involvement in the Underground Railroad. While place-based learning
has gained national popularity, rural high schools in small communities have found it particularly
effective in providing real-world relevance to improve academic performance and increase teachers’
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overall job satisfaction by providing more room for creative teaching.110 In diverse rural areas,
place-based education also helps to reinforce the positive impact of different cultures on the local
community, such as programs that focus on native languages, oral traditions, and music.111

Placed-Based Learning: Youth-Led Poverty Reduction Efforts in Louisiana
In Louisiana, local high school students and the Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program are
teaming up to educate the community about Earned Income Tax Credits and other tax deductions in
a place-based learning effort designed to help local low-income citizens save money on their taxes.
Working with local high schools and teachers, students are trained in how to prepare tax returns,
provide basic taxpayer information, and answer taxpayers’ frequently asked questions. Students
are trained to participate in local outreach activities, such as posting flyers, placing public service
announcements, and building community partnerships to “get the word out” to local community
members. In addition to earning course credit and applying their academic learning in math,
composition, and other subjects, students participating in this program have a unique opportunity to
support their community and learn valuable workplace skills.112

Improving Rural High School Accountability
In strong high schools, administrators use effective accountability systems to measure student and
system performance, foster good instructional practice, and find new ways to improve outcomes for
all students. However, a significant number of rural schools are struggling with deeply rooted issues
that make it difficult to meet more stringent state and federal accountability standards, especially
when it comes to achieving strong educational outcomes for high school students facing multiple
barriers, such as minority and low-income youth, English language learners, and others.
Increases in Rural Educational Attainment
Rural high schools are making progress in meeting national accountability measures. As of 2003–04,
for example, 82 percent of schools in rural areas and small towns met federal Adequate Yearly Progress
(AYP) requirements, a national measurement designed to determine how every public school district
in the country is performing academically on standardized tests.113 In comparison, only 65 percent
of schools in central cities and 78 percent of schools in urban fringe areas and large towns met AYP
requirements.114
Additionally, when controlling for socioeconomic status, rural students perform as well, on average,
as urban and suburban students on standardized tests—with scores slightly above those of centralcity students and slightly below those of their suburban counterparts.115 Overall rural educational
attainment levels are also higher than ever. As of 2000, the share of nonmetro adults without a high
school diploma or GED fell to a historic low of 23 percent. In the same year, approximately one in
six rural adults graduated from college, more than double the college graduation rate for rural adults
in 1970.116 While gains have been made in high school and college completion rates, progress is
still too slow, especially for rural poor and minority high school students, but these positive trends
are indicators that meeting the challenge of improving rural high schools and expanding student
opportunities is an achievable goal.
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Minority and Other Students At Risk
While rural high schools are making progress in meeting the overall education needs of their students,
many are still struggling to meet accountability measures for students who face multiple academic
and social barriers. These students include minority youth, English language learners, transient
children, such as children of migrant workers, and students with special needs:
•• Significant disparities for students of color: Despite progress, there are still critical disparities in
graduation rates for rural students of color. Compared to the overall high school graduation
rate for rural high school students of 73 percent, only 51 percent of rural American Indian/
Alaska Native students graduate, and just 54 percent of black and 61 percent of Hispanic
students earn a diploma.117
Graduation Rates, 2005–06
by Geography
All Districts

Urban

Suburban

Town

Rural

All Students

69.2

58.7

73.5

70.1

73.1

American Indian/Alaska Native

50.0

44.2

53.7

50.1

51.3

Asian/Pacific Islander

78.9

76.4

81.5

59.5

68.3

Hispanic

55.0

49.7

60.4

57.7

61.4

Black

51.2

46.4

56.1

52.4

54.1

White

76.1

71.0

78.3

74.2

75.1

All Male Students

64.9

53.9

69.6

65.8

68.1

American Indian/Alaska Native Male

45.2

38.8

49.7

44.8

46.9

Asian/Pacific Islander Male

75.4

72.3

78.8

52.6

62.4

Hispanic Male

49.9

44.6

55.1

53.3

58.4

Black Male

44.0

39.4

49.3

44.3

45.9

White Male

73.0

67.4

75.6

70.9

71.5

All Female Students

72.2

63.4

76.4

72.2

74.6

American Indian/Alaska Native Female

51.2

47.6

55.2

50.7

50.8

Asian/Pacific Islander Female

80.8

79.7

82.3

56.6

65.4

Hispanic Female

59.2

54.3

64.7

60.3

62.4

Black Female

57.5

54.0

61.2

57.4

59.4

White Female

78.4

74.2

80.5

76.3

77.0

Note: Graduation rates are calculated using the Cumulative Promotion Index and data from the U.S. Department of
Education’s Common Core of Data (CCD).
SOURCE: EPE Research Center, Special Analysis of Rural Graduation Rates Commissioned by the Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2009.
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•• Insufficient supports for English language learners: As rural America grows increasingly diverse,
many rural high schools and their communities have inadequate fiscal and human capacity
to meet the differing needs of English language learners.118 Nationally, the number of rural
ELL students more than doubled between 1989 and 2005—more than seven times the
growth rate of the general student population.119 In fact, nearly one half of all ELL students
live in rural communities.120 On average, rural high schools serving proportionally larger ELL
student populations face more barriers to educational achievement than schools with fewer
ELL students.121 Because ELL students tend to move to districts with high poverty rates, it is
even harder for poor rural districts to offer appropriate services.122
•• Student transiency: Nationally, transient students, including homeless children, children in
foster care, and children of migrant workers, tend to underachieve academically.123 In fact,
high school students who change schools are at least twice as likely to drop out as their
nonmobile counterparts.124 High school students in rural areas also have a heightened risk
of changing schools due to fewer employment opportunities, the single-industry nature
of rural communities, lower salaries, and higher poverty rates.125 Low-income children are
most vulnerable because poverty increases the risk of mobility which in turn increases the
risk of academic failure. In addition, transience proves a special challenge for rural schools
with smaller budgets and limited capacity to deal with unexpected enrollment changes. In
fact, poor rural districts were twice as likely to report “significant challenges” due to newly
enrolled students.126
•• Students with special needs: With few resources and limited access to specially trained teachers,
rural high schools also experience difficulties in providing adequate services to students
with special education needs. While there is little variation in the percentage of urban,
suburban, and rural students with Individualized Education Programs,127 rural high schools
have difficulties connecting students to special education professionals in faraway suburbs
and cities. Rural high schools also report widespread challenges in recruiting and retaining
qualified special education personnel, delays in identifying and assessing special education
needs, and problems linking parents in remote communities to appropriate resources and
supports.128 In addition, rural districts serve a greater percentage of students with disabilities
in regular-classroom placements, making it more challenging for teachers to meet the needs
of many different groups of students all in one classroom.129
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Special Challenges for American Indian and Alaska Native Students
in Rural High Schools
Like their rural peers, AI/AN high school students face limitations in the funding and resources provided
to their schools, limited access to high-quality teachers, and a lack of exposure to rigorous curricula,
especially courses that include native languages, traditions, and history.130 As a result, there is a
significant achievement gap for AI/AN high school students. While roughly 70 percent of American
high school students graduate on time, only 50 percent of AI/AN students graduate high school with
a regular diploma131 and only 14 percent of AI/AN students graduate high school ready for college.132
American Indian and Alaska Native high school students who graduated in 2000 were less likely to
have completed a core academic track than their peers from other racial/ethnic groups.133 Native
Hawaiian students experience pronounced absenteeism and are the least likely of the major ethnic
groups to graduate from high school within four years.134 In addition, AI/AN youth who drop out
of high school are more likely than their graduating peers to experience poverty, poor health, and
incarceration in their adult lives.135
In order to address high dropout rates and their underlying causes, the National Indian Education
Association (NIEA), a membership-based organization committed to increasing educational
opportunities and resources for American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian students while
protecting cultural and linguistic traditions, has created the Native High School Policy Initiative. In
partnership with the Campaign for High School Equity, a national organization that expands education
quality and opportunity for communities of color, the initiative is designed to ensure that all AI/AN
youth graduate high school ready for college and work.136 As part of this effort, the initiative promotes
more accurate and consistent standards for calculating AI/AN graduation rates and measuring
compliance with other accountability standards, expanded access to rigorous and culturally appropriate
curricula, and innovative ways to increase meaningful collaboration with tribes, native communities,
and families in high school reform efforts.
In addition, the NIEA supports programs like the Early College High School Initiative that give AI/AN
high school students an opportunity to attend smaller schools that incorporate rigorous curriculum
with native culture and language while earning up to two years of college credits along with their high
school diplomas. Early outcomes for these programs indicate a graduation rate of 85 percent for AI/
AN students who entered early college programs—compared to only 59 percent of AI/AN students
attending other high schools.137

Rural Concerns About Test-Based Accountability
While the goals of strong accountability systems are shared by rural high schools across the country,
many rural advocates and researchers have raised major concerns about the de facto impact of testbased accountability systems on rural schools. Nationally, many have argued that such systems have
led to the teaching of lower-level skills and the narrowing of curriculum options, but rural high
school leaders find themselves especially frustrated. Their concern is that the overemphasis on a
single, low-level test undermines their unique assets—strong school connectedness and the ability
to engage in more creative, place-based, and interdisciplinary curricula—which can help to improve
student achievement and successfully prepare students for college and work.
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A 2004 General Accounting Office report on rural challenges in meeting the goals of the federal No
Child Left Behind Act outlined some of these concerns:
•• Rural schools had more difficulty than nonrural schools in meeting the needs of
economically disadvantaged students because they sometimes lack key community resources,
such as libraries, to help students overcome their educational challenges.
•• “District staff often had to assume multiple roles which reduced the amount of time they
could spend on collecting and disseminating information on promising implementation
strategies, as well as designing and implementing them to raise student performance.”
•• Information about key education reforms through professional development, advanced
learning technologies, and supplemental services is less readily available to rural high
schools.138 The most extreme remedies, such as full school closure and restaffing, are close
to impossible given the shortage of highly trained and qualified personnel available to fill
open positions.
Information about key education reforms and supplemental services is less readily available
to rural high schools. The most extreme remedies, such as full school closure and restaffing,
are close to impossible given the shortage of highly trained and qualified personnel
available to fill open positions.
The reliability of test data as applied to small, rural schools is also a concern. Because rural schools
have fewer students, small shifts in the composition of the student body, such as a sudden increase in
the number of migrant students, can dramatically and unfairly affect a school’s overall accountability
score from year to year. The result is that changes in accountability ratings do not necessarily reflect
the underlying quality of the school, but, rather, changes in student population that are beyond the
school district’s control.
Opportunities to Encourage Innovation
Rural areas seeking to improve upon current accountability systems present an opportunity for
the federal government to encourage innovation and promote new technologies. For example,
implementing high-quality, performance-based assessments that measure students’ problemsolving skills in real-world contexts is particularly promising in rural schools with smaller class sizes
and place-based learning in some high schools. Efforts to integrate innovative technologies into
accountability assessments, processes, and service delivery would mesh easily with rural schools’ drive
to expand and improve their own access to technology. The use of individual student identifiers to
monitor student progress over time would not only improve data reliability for rural schools but
would enhance these schools’ existing efforts to provide more personalized learning environments.
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Expanding Student Supports and Options
Strong high schools ensure that all students have access to a rigorous, option-based course of studies
as well as the supports and ongoing interventions necessary to ensure success. Every high school
should be small enough to allow teachers and staff members to get to know all students as individuals
and step in, as needed, to provide extra help and connect young people with a broader range of
social support to help with problems in and out of the classroom. Despite strong teacher-student
relationships, however, rural schools sometimes lack the networks of social services that may be
available in larger urban and suburban communities.139
Strong Teacher-Student Relationships
Supportive personal relationships are critical in promoting and maintaining student engagement,
preventing students from dropping out, and encouraging young people to pursue promising college
and career opportunities. Because of stable one-on-one relationships that are often reinforced
outside of the classroom, rural schools can foster closer ties among teachers, parents, and students,
which contributes to a supportive academic environment.140 Rural high schools also benefit from
a lower student-to-teacher ratio than their urban or suburban counterparts, resulting in greater
personalization, including individualized attention to students’ academic and behavioral needs.
(There are fifteen students per teacher in rural areas, compared to seventeen students per teacher in
urban and suburban districts.)141
Social Service Gaps
Many rural high schools do not have the necessary funding or infrastructure to adequately meet the
needs of young people who are struggling with problems outside the classroom. This includes the
growing number of rural students dealing with substance abuse, teen pregnancy, gang involvement,
and other social problems. Due to limited networks of local social service agencies and fewer
affordable transportation options, high school teachers and administrators often find it hard to
connect students in need with appropriate counseling services or healthy alternate social activities.142
Many rural school leaders also report ongoing difficulties in finding psychologists, substance abuse
treatment providers, and other specialized professionals in their communities. School-based social
services are also more limited in rural high schools. This means fewer onsite facilities, such as health
clinics and child care, and fewer school counselors, social workers, and school psychologists to help
students navigate difficult social and emotional issues.143
Many rural high schools do not have the necessary funding or infrastructure to adequately
meet the needs of young people who are struggling with problems outside the classroom.
This includes the growing number of rural students dealing with substance abuse, teen
pregnancy, gang involvement, and other social problems.
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Meth Prevention Brings Community Action Model to Montana High Schools
Despite common barriers, there are a number of rural high schools and communities that have
worked together to create successful models of community action to intervene with troubled students
and change behavior before problems become a crisis.144 The Montana Meth Project, for example,
is working closely with high schools, teens, and concerned citizens in rural communities across the
state to warn young people about the dangers of methamphetamine use. The nationally recognized
prevention program uses a dramatic public awareness campaign and community outreach efforts to
reduce meth use. While the program is statewide, it depends on local high schools and communities
to reach the teen population of individual counties by placing ads in high school newspapers, training
high school student organizers, sponsoring art contests, and organizing the state’s first March Against
Meth, which included 2,300 teen participants from high schools across the state. Two years after
launching the project, meth use in Montana had already declined by 72 percent, meth-related crime
had decreased by 63 percent, and the state had reduced its meth-related costs by $100 million.145

Rural High Schools: Substance Abuse, Teen Pregnancy, and Gang Involvement
Alcohol abuse has long been a problem in rural areas, and illicit drugs have infiltrated towns of every
size. Today, adults and young teens in rural areas are just as likely to abuse substances as those in
larger metropolitan areas. While the problems may be similar, smaller communities have limited
resources to address the consequences of substance abuse. Factors contributing to substance abuse
in rural America include poverty, unemployment, underemployment, and the isolation of rural areas.
Substances abused include, but are not limited to, alcohol, drugs, prescription medications, over-thecounter drugs, and cigarettes.146
According to the 2007 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, substance abuse dependence for
persons twelve years or older varied by region.
••In 2007, underage current alcohol use rates in small metropolitan areas were 29.2 percent, large
metropolitan areas 26.9 percent, and nonmetropolitan areas 28.8 percent. The rate in completely
rural nonmetropolitan areas was 24.6 percent.
••The 2007 rates of binge alcohol use among youths aged twelve to seventeen were 11.6 percent in
nonmetropolitan areas, 9.4 percent in small metropolitan areas, and 9.3 percent in large metropolitan
areas. In completely rural counties of nonmetropolitan areas, 12.2 percent of youths reported binge
drinking in 2006.
••The rate of current illicit drug use among the population aged twelve or older in completely rural
counties in 2007 of 4.1 percent was lower than that observed in 2006 (7.8 percent).147
Like their urban and suburban counterparts, rural high schools also contend with a number of other
troubling outside factors.
Drug and Alcohol Abuse
••Compared to their urban peers, eighth graders in rural America are 104 percent more likely to use
amphetamines, including methamphetamine.148
••Rural eighth graders are 83 percent more likely than their counterparts in urban centers to use
crack cocaine, 50 percent more likely to use cocaine, 34 percent more likely to smoke marijuana, 29
percent more likely to drink alcohol, and 70 percent more likely to get drunk.149
Continued on page 26
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••Among rural tenth and twelfth graders, drug usage rates exceed those in large urban areas for every
drug except Ecstasy and marijuana.150
Teen Pregnancy
••Young women in rural areas have a higher teen birthrate than their urban counterparts—a rate of
thirty-eight per one thousand rural teenagers between the ages of fifteen and seventeen, compared
to twenty-nine per thousand among urban teens of the same age group.151
••Early childbearing is particularly problematic in rural areas because many rural communities have
fewer child care centers and a smaller network of social service supports to help parenting teens stay
in school.152
Gang Involvement
••Roughly 14 percent of rural communities report youth gang activity.153
••According to a study of rural school counselors, more than one third of the counselors indicated a
growing gang presence in their communities.154

Recruiting and Retaining Highly Effective Teachers
Successful rural high schools must ensure an adequate number of high-quality teachers to boost
academic success. Unfortunately, too many rural communities struggle to find and keep effective
teachers, despite higher rates of teacher job satisfaction. An increasing number of rural communities
are addressing these difficulties head-on with “grow-your-own” programs, advanced technologies
and distance-learning opportunities that allow teachers to expand their professional development
opportunities.
High Job Satisfaction Among Rural Teachers
On the plus side for professional recruitment, most teachers report that rural communities are good
places to live and work. In addition to supportive, tight-knit communities, a more relaxed pace,
and access to natural beauty, rural teachers generally report a high level of job satisfaction, greater
autonomy, and more direct influence over school policy.155 In addition, most rural teachers feel safer
in their schools than their urban and suburban counterparts. And smaller percentages of rural public
school teachers report frequent serious student behavioral problems (i.e., occurring at least once a
week) compared to public school teachers nationally.156 Finally, rural school districts, in collaboration
with community colleges, universities, and other partners, are relying on an increasing number of
grow-your-own programs designed to provide education and support for prospective teachers to stay
and teach in their own communities.
In addition to supportive, tight-knit communities, a more relaxed pace, and access to
natural beauty, rural teachers generally report a high level of job satisfaction, greater
autonomy, and more direct influence over school policy.
Difficulties Recruiting/Retaining Qualified Teachers
At the same time, however, rural communities constantly struggle to recruit teachers, especially in
small, geographically isolated communities that cannot match the higher salaries of their urban and
suburban neighbors. In almost every state, rural teachers make less than urban teachers. In thirty-nine
26

current Challenges and opportunities in Preparing Rural High School Students for Success in college and careers

out of fifty states, rural teachers have lower beginning salaries than their urban counterparts.157 In
forty-four out of fifty states, they have lower average salaries.158 These salary discrepancies can be even
more pronounced in individual states. In Pennsylvania, for example, rural teachers made an average
of $44,287 per year in 2000 while urban teachers (mainly in the Philadelphia and Pittsburgh regions)
made an average of $50,290 per year.159 In Illinois, the highest-paid teachers in nonrural areas make
approximately $34,000 more than the highest-paid rural teacher.160
In addition to lower salaries, many rural teachers also report challenges in balancing diverse student
needs, limited support services, and less access to ongoing professional development opportunities.
And while rural communities have a slightly higher percentage of experienced teachers (14.5 years
for rural teachers versus 13.6 years for urban teachers),161 researchers consistently find that teachers
in rural areas have comparatively lower educational attainment and are about half as likely to have
graduated from top-ranked colleges and universities as their urban peers.162 Rural areas also have a
slightly lower percentage of National Board Certified teachers (26 percent of rural versus 28 percent
in urban and 36 percent in suburban schools).163 In addition, rural high schools find it particularly
difficult to attract teachers of color to their communities. Racial and ethnic minorities account for a
significantly smaller percentage of public school teachers in rural schools (8 percent) than in schools
in all other locales (12 to 29 percent).164
Numerous promising practices can be found that help increase teacher recruitment and retention in
rural schools.165 Educational service agencies (ESAs) and institutions of higher education can be vital
partners, particularly in regional efforts to support professional development and teaching practices of
teachers.166 An ESA might network with rural schools to provide support on a regional or individual
school basis to new teachers (e.g., induction/mentoring programs), represent multiple schools in their
member districts at recruitment fairs held by colleges of education, operate job banks, conduct job
fairs, or screen resumes of teacher candidates.
An ESA might also use a regional cooperative purchasing arrangement to give teachers in small,
rural high schools cost-effective access to outside consultants and quality professional development
opportunities. Partnerships among the school district, an ESA, and one or more higher education
institution can provide teachers with access to advanced degrees and other professional development
opportunities. Distance-learning technology and online courses can be used extensively to reduce the
need for teachers to travel long distances for an opportunity specific to their subject areas (e.g. math,
science). Access to a mentor and valuable instructional resources may be only available via technology
if, for example, you are the only math or science teacher in the small, rural high school.
Supportive recruitment activities associated with college teacher education programs could include
encouraging students in teacher education classes to visit rural districts, posting job openings, noting
the positive aspects of teaching in a rural school, and inviting educators from rural areas as guest
speakers in teacher education classes. A college of education might also advise students to prepare
for teaching in multiple subject areas, sponsor recruiting fairs, and place student teachers in rural
schools. Community colleges and universities can also be vital partners in a rural district’s
grow-your-own program.
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“Grow-Your-Own” Teacher Programs: Promising Options for Rural High Schools
A significant number of rural communities are finding success with grow-your-own programs to train
and retain highly effective local teachers. These programs identify and recruit promising local high
school and college students who want to stay and teach in their own communities. Typically, local
community colleges and state four-year teacher and education degree–granting colleges partner with
rural districts to provide instruction both on the college campus and onsite at local schools. In return,
local communities help to absorb the costs of tuition and other program fees and provide other
incentives that allow returning teachers to live in lower-paying communities. Some programs also
provide the training to allow local instructional aides or other paraprofessionals to study to become
fully licensed teachers.167 Initial studies have shown that grow-your-own teacher programs result in
much lower teacher turnover rates. In North Carolina, for example, where one third of the state’s
lowest-performing schools participate in the state program, local districts have retained 89 percent of
those teachers that have become fully licensed and certified.168 An increasing number of states and
universities have adopted this model, and some rural communities are using similar strategies to recruit
and retain local school leaders in addition to classroom teachers.169

Building Strong Models of Community Support
Rural communities play a vital role in the success—or failure—of their local high schools. Effective
school and district leaders recognize the importance of collaborating with the community.170
High-performing high schools depend on local community-based services, businesses, and other
nonacademic partners to stretch limited resources and support a common vision for change. Many
rural high schools have the benefit of small, tight-knit communities to help guide school reform
efforts, participate regularly in school activities, and attend community activities in school buildings.
The expanded use of technology is also enabling rural high schools to engage local stakeholders
in educational goals and outcomes by using the Internet to advertise volunteer opportunities,
monitoring and sharing key outcome measures, and informing community members of overall
educational goals for students and the plans for achieving them.
Unfortunately, some rural counties lack the tax base, stable local economy, and social and
community capital to invest in local high schools. In areas that have a high percentage of elderly
in the population, and/or those that have lost a high number of their most educated citizens
to higher-paying jobs in nearby suburban or rural areas—often referred to as “out-migration” or
“brain drain”—garnering broad-based community support for improved educational outcomes is an
ongoing challenge.
High Levels of Parental Involvement
Research shows that when parents get involved in education, students perform better in school.171
Parental involvement can include volunteer and financial support as well as work exposure and job
opportunities for students. Rural high schools report a high level of parental involvement as well as
frequent communication between parents and teachers.172 Rural parents also tend to be more involved
in their children’s school activities. Greater percentages of students in rural areas (74 percent), for
example, had parents who had attended at least one school event (compared to 65 percent of students
in cities). Even more significantly, 42 percent of rural students had parents who served on a school
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committee (compared to 38 percent of students in cities).173 Exceptional challenges exist in parentalfamily involvement, however, in high schools that serve high concentrations of impoverished students
and/or growing populations of English language learners, special needs students, or other students
from educationally disadvantaged circumstances. Without a concerted effort, reaching out to parents
in rural schools can be overlooked in important school improvement initiatives.174
Rural high schools report a high level of parental involvement as well as frequent
communication between parents and teachers.
Strong Local Community Partnerships
In small rural communities, high schools often play a much greater role in the community than their
counterparts in urban and suburban areas.175 In many areas, the rural community revolves around
the church, the volunteer fire department, and the high school. Rural high schools play multiple
roles, serving as social, cultural, and civic centers that provide rural residents “with a sense of identity,
cohesiveness, and community connectedness.”176 In addition, local high schools are sometimes used
as a place where community residents can access basic health and other social services.177 In many
communities, primary and secondary schools are also vital economic hubs, especially in towns
where the public school system ranks among the local economy’s top employers.178 Because of the
central role schools play across all areas of community life, they are often viewed as the place in rural
communities around which residents will come to support their youth.179 These strong relationships
provide high schools in rural areas with a unique opportunity to engage the broader community in
improved educational outcomes.

Setting High Expectations for College and Career Success
Successful high schools create strong cultures of college and career in their schools and communities.
With community and parent support, such schools encourage students to continue with
postsecondary education and promising careers and connect them to helpful college and career
resources. Some rural communities, especially those that struggle with persistent poverty, unstable
economies, a dwindling workforce, or a history of jobs requiring low levels of education, may not be
fostering the same high expectations for college and career. College enrollment rates of eighteen- to
twenty-nine-year-olds are still lower in rural areas than in all other locales.180 College completion rates
are similar: only 17 percent of rural adults age twenty-five and older had completed college in 2000,
half the percentage of urban adults.181
College Culture
Education beyond high school is more essential than ever, particularly as many rural communities
transition the local economy for competing in a highly technological, information-oriented
world. Fewer rural communities are as dependent on once prominent natural resource-based or
manufacturing-oriented economies. Unfortunately, too many communities lack the hallmarks of
a “college culture” and desire for postsecondary education that are more readily available in more
affluent areas with larger student populations, such as active college recruitment visits by college
admissions staff, funding for an adequate number of college counselors, access to information about
financial aid and scholarships, and opportunities for students to visit faraway college campuses. Due
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to the out-migration of local professionals who find higher-paying jobs in suburban and urban areas,
some rural high school students may also find it more difficult to connect with community mentors
who can discuss careers and related postsecondary/college education options.182
Lower parental education and college expectation levels also play a significant role. The percentage
of rural students whose parents’ highest level of education was a high school diploma is higher than
in cities and suburbs. In addition, the percentage of rural parents who expected their children’s
highest level of education to be less than a bachelor’s degree was higher (42 percent) than their
urban (30 percent) and suburban (25 percent) peers.183 Unfortunately, some rural students also have
lower expectations for their academic future. Based on a recent study, nonmetro youth have lower
expectations for future schooling than suburban and urban youth. Nearly one half (47 percent) of
nonmetro youth reported “little chance they would be enrolled in regular school in five years.”184

Creating a College Culture in Rural High Schools
In rural northeastern Washington State, the Panorama Rural Education Partnership (PREP) is working
to create a college-going culture in rural high schools. A consortium of nine rural districts in counties
where the majority of students are poor and have more education than their parents, PREP pools the
resources of participating high schools to offer Advanced Placement courses and encourage students
to take them and provide increased college counseling and funding. In the Mary Walker School
District, one of the participating rural districts, more than half of high school students enroll in an
AP class prior to graduation. Even more significantly, approximately 70 percent of students now attend
a postsecondary institution, and the number of students entering four-year colleges has increased
more than threefold. In addition to advanced coursework and college counseling efforts, PREP has
also created Navigation 101, a program that helps students and their families create a “high school
and beyond” plan that helps them stay on track in school and graduate with the skills they need
to succeed.185

Career Exposure
Students also need hands-on opportunities, such as internships and other programs, to help them
develop the necessary skills to transition from school to career. This may be a particular challenge for
rural high schools where few employers exist in the local community.186 While the close-knit nature
of smaller communities may actually increase work-based opportunities in some local economies,
national data suggest that, overall, rural employers are less likely to invest in such employment
opportunities due to lack of resources to provide training and recruiting.187 In addition to the
concerns of local business owners and professionals, rural communities have fewer intermediaries,
such as temporary firms and community-based organizations, to connect young people to hands-on
career experiences.188 Rural firms are also less likely to participate in school-to-work programs because
they tend to be smaller with fewer resources and recruitment is more difficult.189 Without adequate
work experience and strong partnerships between local high schools and community businesses, even
rural high school students with solid academic preparation are at a distinct disadvantage compared to
their urban and suburban peers, who have better access to career training opportunities.
A study by the National Center for Education Statistics190 found rural schools were less likely than
nonrural schools to offer programs targeted to all technical, service, and mechanical occupations, and
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most of the life sciences and business/marketing professions. Rural schools were more likely to offer
agri-science programs, and building trade programs, such as welding, carpenter, and plumber. An
average of 25 percent of career and technical education programs offered by nonrural schools were for
projected fast-growing occupations, compared to 17 percent for rural schools. The researchers note
that career offerings might be more limited in rural areas compared to urban and suburban areas,
in part because rural high schools tend to be smaller than high schools in other areas, and have a
different labor market. Rural schools are more likely to offer welding and agri-science programs.

Partnerships to Help Rural High School Students Gain Workplace Skills
To help students explore available career options and develop the skills to pursue them, some rural
high schools are partnering with local businesses to establish innovative school-to-work programs.
These programs match local students with hands-on employment opportunities designed to create
a connection between school-based learning and those skills students need to succeed in the
twenty-first-century workplace. In Clay County, West Virginia, for example, high school students are
assigned to spend part of the school day at participating local businesses based on their professional
interests—from doctor’s offices to Head Start programs and local construction firms. The Clay County
School-to-Work Partnership, funded in part by the Appalachian Regional Commission, operates on
the principle that education succeeds when students have the ability to apply what they have learned
in “real-life, real-work” situations. Job assignments are the culmination of an orientation process that
begins in elementary school, when students begin to explore different career options, and continues
in the sixth to eighth grades with field trips, job shadowing, and computer simulations of certain jobs.
The school-to-work program plays a particularly vital role in diversifying possible employment options
in Clay County, one of the poorest counties in West Virginia, where the school system itself is the
region’s largest employer. In addition to employment opportunities, the Clay County School-to-Work
Partnership has teamed up with West Virginia State College’s Community and Technical College to
offer college-level classes at the local high school, providing students with a chance to earn dual credits
and increasing college expectations in a community with a low college-going rate.191
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Next Steps: Crafting Policy Solutions to Improve
Rural High Schools
The Alliance for Excellent Education has developed this report to provide federal policymakers with
a comprehensive understanding of the key challenges facing rural high schools as they prepare their
students for college and careers. The next step is to continue working with federal leaders and other
national partners to craft policy solutions that consider and address the unique circumstances of
rural high schools and communities. This requires both a careful analysis of how current policies are
impacting rural high schools and a willingness to explore innovative new options that address existing
policy gaps on both the national and local levels.
Federal policymakers play a vital role in developing effective national strategies that meet the needs
of twenty-first-century rural high schools and fully address the implications of America’s dropout
crisis on rural communities. As Congress prepares to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act, it is imperative that federal leaders understand the full impact—and unintended
consequences—of current education reform efforts on America’s rural communities. While education
will always be administered at the local and state levels, the federal government must continue to
provide appropriate funding and guidance to ensure that all of the nation’s students have the skills to
compete in the global marketplace.
By summarizing key data, policy issues, and insights from the nation’s top rural education researchers
and federal policy advocates, the Alliance hopes this report will motivate policymakers to capitalize
on upcoming reauthorization opportunities and use new legislative and policy avenues to address
the diverse and unique needs of rural high schools and their communities. To that end, the Alliance
considers this report the first step in an ongoing conversation with federal policymakers and other
partners on the optimal way to identify and implement federal policy solutions that effectively
address the following key questions:
•• How can federal policy help rural high schools ensure that all students achieve college and career
readiness?
•• What specific strategies are required to meet the needs of rural high school students at particular
risk for poor educational outcomes (i.e., low-income and minority students, English language
learners, mobile students, students with special education needs, and so on)?
•• How do the federal policy needs of rural high schools differ from those in urban and suburban
areas?
•• What lessons can federal policymakers learn from exemplary rural high schools (e.g., advantages of
strong teacher-student ratios and personalization, place-based learning opportunities) that can be
applied to reform efforts in urban and suburban high schools?
•• What specific lessons can federal policymakers learn from exemplary rural high schools, and how
can these lessons be applied at the federal level?
•• What federal policies and funding practices are necessary to support the preparation of rural high
school and district leaders who can collaborate effectively with the community in offering all
students excellent teaching and learning opportunities?
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•• How can federal policies encourage the analysis of national databases with information relevant
to high schools and communities in rural America and disseminate results, especially for access by
educational practitioners and stakeholders in isolated rural areas?
•• How can federal policies and funding practices encourage use of existing research and lessons
learned on teaching and learning in rural high schools to inform practice in educational leadership
and instruction?
•• What federal policies and funding practices are necessary to support the preparation, recruitment,
and retention of effective high school teachers and principals, particularly in high-poverty rural
areas?
•• What federal policies and funding practices enable rural schools to increase community viability
and prosperity while also preparing all students for success in college, careers, and life?
•• How can federal policies encourage maximum collaboration among federal agencies in supporting
solutions to the challenges of public high schools in rural America?
•• How can federal policies and funding practices encourage parent-family involvement in rural high
schools with high concentrations of students in poverty who need to excel academically, graduate
from high school, and pursue postsecondary education?
•• What are the research gaps that must still be addressed to inform effective federal policies for rural
high schools?
•• How can rural high schools better access cutting-edge technologies and build the sufficient
technological infrastructure to expand distance-learning opportunities and improve academic
outcomes?
•• How can federal policymakers help to identify and promote effective district-to-district and
district-community partnership strategies to help rural high schools create economies of scale to
expand necessary resources and personnel?
•• What federal policies and funding practices are necessary to increase competitiveness of small rural
school districts and their communities in securing federal grants for planning and implementing
essential educational programs and services in rural high schools?
•• What are the most promising evidence-based practices for improving outcomes in rural high
schools, and how can federal policymakers help local districts take those practices to scale?
The Alliance strongly believes that, in crafting effective policies that respond to these key policy
questions for rural high schools, federal policymakers and other national stakeholders can provide
individual students with the knowledge, skills, and opportunities they need to ensure that every child
is a graduate. In addition to improving individual education outcomes, strong rural high schools will
also improve America’s competitiveness, strengthen rural economies, and reinforce the vital role that
secondary schools play as centers of civic engagement and support.
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