Educational Considerations

Volume 22
Number 1 The Federal Role In Education

Article 10
9-1-1994

Recent History of Federal Support For Rural Education

E. Robert Stephens

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations

b Part of the Higher Education Commons

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 4.0
License.

Recommended Citation

Stephens, E. Robert (1994) "Recent History of Federal Support For Rural Education," Educational
Considerations: Vol. 22: No. 1. https://doi.org/10.4148/0146-9282.1449

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Educational Considerations by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, please
contact cads@k-state.edu.


https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations
https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations/vol22
https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations/vol22/iss1
https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations/vol22/iss1/10
https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fedconsiderations%2Fvol22%2Fiss1%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1245?utm_source=newprairiepress.org%2Fedconsiderations%2Fvol22%2Fiss1%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.4148/0146-9282.1449
mailto:cads@k-state.edu

Stephens: Recent History of Federal Support For Rural Education

Rural interests have long argued that the fed-
eral government is insensitive to the needs of
rural schools, or worse, that a widespread anti-
rural, pro-urban bias permeates all levels of the
federal policy communities.

Recent History
of Federal
Support For
Rural Education

E. Robert Stephens

Introduction

Rural interests have long argued that the federal govern-
ment is insensitive to the needs of rural schools, or worse, that
a widespread anti-rural, pro-urban bias permeates all levels of
the federal policy communities. Assertions of this type gained
momentum in the late 1970s and early 1980s and have contin-
ued unabated, and largely unchallenged, to the present time.

The work of a small handful of policy analysts and rural
education advocates is largely responsible for challenging the
equity and fairmess of federal efforts in rural education. Perhaps
the most critical judgments were those offered by Sher,” Inwin,?
Bass and Berman,® Gjelten,* and Hern.® Though the purpose
and the rigar of the investigations and advocacy pieces under-
taken by these authors differed, a number of common themes
were stressed by most. The claims that seem to be most dam-
aging for rural interests include: federal formula grants targeting
special populations of students that use the total number of stu-
dents as an eligibility criterion, as opposed to a minimum num-
ber, will automatically bias against rural systems having small
enroliments, as most do; similarly, formula grants having as a
condition of eligibility a local district matching requirement will
also bias against poor wealth rural systems, as many are; the
maijor discretionary programs usually contain a density bias that
will handicap rural, low density, districts; rural districts also tend
to be further handicapped in pursuing discretionary funds
because of their inability to mount successful “grantsmanship”
efforts; closely related, the paperwerk ordinarily associated with
the application for and monitoring of federal assistance pro-
grams is especially burdensome for rural systems who gener-
ally lack the administrative support systems found in larger
districts; and, federal reporting systems and analytical reports
on the condition of public education are ineffective in providing
a consistent, comprehensive profile of rural systems.

E. Robert Stephens is a Professor in the Department
of Education Policy, Planning and Administration
at the University of Maryland, College Park, Mary-
land. He has written widely in the area of education
policy and finance, with a focus on financing rural
education.
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Over a decade has now passed since the relative flurry of
highly critical evaluations of the federal role in rural education
were first issued. Not a great deal of attention in the ensuing
years has been given to testing the theses advanced by these
earlier critics. The few efforts in the late 1980s and early 1990s
that were undertaken alse provide some insight on the merits
of the claims and are outlined below.

It is important that continuous attention be given the issue
of the equity, fairness, and responsiveness of federal assis-
tance to rural systems for several reasons. On the ane hand,
rural districts, despite huge reductions in their number over
much of this century, correctly called “one of the most awe-
some and least publicized governmental changes in the nation
in the twentieth century.”™ continue to: represent approximately
one-half of the over fifteen thousand operating public school
districts in the nation; enroll approximately one of eight public
elementary—secondary students; and, employ approximately
one of twelve public school professional personnel.” These
estimates represent a huge enterprise. How well this enterprise
is reflected in federal policy debates, and whether or not rural
systems receive their fair share of federal efforls to improve ac-
cess to equal educational opportunities, certainly one of the
continuing principal raisons d'etre of federal involvement in
education, is therefore of vital interest. Moreover, the most re-
cent federal emphasis on the promotion of systemic reform,
and the pursuit of other policy objectives, clearly cannot be in-
different to how these initiatives are likely to impact nearly one-
half of the public school universe in this nation.

Furthermore, it is important that both existing efforts as
well as those currently under consideration by a new adminis-
tration and Congress be examined so that the debate concern-
ing what should be the preferred federal role be based on
timely information, not old stereotypes, no matter how reason-
able these may have been when first asserted. It could be, for
example, that some of the building blocks of & needed compre-
hensive and cohesive federal policy for rural education may
have already recently been put in place and ought to be pre-
served and strengthened in the future.

Objectives Pursued Here

The objectives of this piece are three in number. First, an
averview will be provided of what are regarded to be major
efforts aiding rural systems launched during the past approxi-
mately fifteen-year period. Examining new Congressional and
executive branch initiatives undertaken from approximately
1980 through most of 1893 is meaningful for several reasons, in
addition to the fact that this time span is attractive as a relatively
reasonable period for establishing any discernable trends that
might be observable. For example, cabinet-level status for the
Department of Education was authorized in 1979 and took effect
in 1980. Ostensibly, one of the hopes of the propenents of this
elevated status for education on the national scene was that the
needs of all of education urban, suburban, and rural were to
enjoy greater visibility in national domestic poelicy debates.
Furthermare, the peried 1980 through 1993 covers the terms of
two Republican presidents as well as the early months of a
Democratic presidency. With one exception, that in the early
1980s, both Houses of Congress were controlled by the Demo-
cratic Party. The significance of what is commonly called an era
of divided government for most of the time period focused on
here is of course potentially huge and must be acknowledged in
any attempt to profile recent federal efforts in education.

The second objective is to offer a number of observations
concerning what did not happen during the period focused on
here. Finally, the major education proposals under considera-
tion by Congress in the fall of 1993 will be reviewed to deter-
mine to what extent, if any, these are likely to be supportive,
are neutral, or represent a set-back from any gains that rural
interests may have realized in recent years, Three major
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proposals that are to be considered by Cengress in the winter
and spring of 1994 will be emphasized: Improving America’s
Schools Act of 1993, the reauthorization of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act; Goals 2000: Educate America Act;
and, the Rural Schools of America Act of 1983.

Before discussing the promising practices as well as the
disappointments of recent years, however, it is important that
the context in which old cancerns were or were not addressed
be at least sketched.

The Changing Context of Federal Efforts

There is little question that the federal role in elementary-
secondary education has changed dramatically over the past
three decades. The 1960s were of course characterized by the
beginnings of numerous initiatives to achieve equity. While this
same goal held through much of the 1970s, federal oversight
also became prominent. Still other dominant features charac-
terize the 1980s, mainly a retrenchment of the federal pres-
ence in education.

That there was a major reduction in the federal role in
elementary—-secondary education during the twelve years of the
Reagan and Bush administrations seems irrefutable. In an espe-
cially useful analysis of the first five years of the Reagan adminis-
tration, these changes were characterized as a "deemphasizing,
diminishing, and decentralizing the federal rcle in education.™

To support their basic thesis that a major reduction
occurred, Clark and Astuto suggest that it is instructive to com-
pare the language that dominated the pre- and post-Reagan
federal role in education: from equity to excellence; from needs
and access to ability, selectivity; from social and welfare con-
cerns to economic and productivity concerns: from comman
school to parental choice, competition; from regulation, en-
forcement to deregulation; from federal intervention to state
and local initiatives: and, from diffusicn of innovations to exhaor-
tation, informatien sharing.?

They also offer the conjecture that the basic changes in fed-
eral policy witnessed in the early 1980s will be both institutional-
ized and then broadened over the ensuing five to fifteen years."

In a later, equally insightful analysis, Verstegen' sup-
ported the prediction of Clark and Astute that the changes
brought about in President Reagan's first term were likely to be
institutionalized with her conclusions that: though federal aid to
elementary-secondary education administered by the Depart-
ment of Education increased 35 percent from 1981 to 1988, in
real terms revenue actually decreased twelve percent; more-
over, funds for several individual programs including research
and statistics, the Elementary and Secondary Education Block
Grant {the centerpiece of President Reagan's “new federal-
ism"), bilingual education, and vecational and adult education
decreased even more in real terms; and, importantly, elemen-
tary and secondary education assistance programs would be
funded at a lower rate if Congress had not ignored the adminis-
tration's proposals and in several cases appropriated more
monies than requested by the administration.™?

A recent report of the National Center for Education Statis-
tics'® includes federal expenditures for elementary-secondary
education for all federal departments and independent agen-
cies, not just the Department of Education. Hoffman argues
that there was an increase of three percent between 1980 and
1992, with most of the gain, however, occurring during the just-
concluded four-year term of President Bush,

Even though the late increases in the overall, government-
wide, support for elementary-secondary education may have
reversed the earlier declines in the funding of Department of
Education programs, cther evidence to support the general
pattern of a diminished role is available. There is general
agreement, for example, with the estimate of the National Edu-
cation Association that in 1992, federal aid represented ap-
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proximately 6.4 percent of all revenues for elementary—
secondary education, a decrease of one percent from 1982."*
Even more telling, perhaps, is a 1990 estimate by the National
Education Association that asserts that:

If education spending had remained constant at 2.5 per-
cent of the federal budget its share in FY 1980 America's edu-
cation institutions would have some $6.7 billien more to spend
for essential education programs in FY91.1%

Despite the ideclogical shifts attempted by the Reagan
and Bush administrations that no doubt were in part greatly
facilitated by a number of major economic issues that surfaced
in the late 1980s, some benefits to rural education did in fact
occur in recent years. These are briefly discussed below.

Promising Recent Initiatives

A number of premising initiatives were launched by the
federal government since the early 1980s. Ten of these judged
to be of particular significance are cited in Table 1. The ten are
nighlighted because they satisfy ocne or more of the following
selection criteria used in this portion of the exercise. To be
included, an initiative must: address a critical need facing many
of the nation’s rural systems, establish an important precedent,
or hold premise of laying the foundation for sustained, long-
term benefits.

It can of course be argued that the use of the second and
third selection criteria contributes to an inflated profile of promis-
ing developments, or one that is unnecessarily speculative.
While conceding some merit to these lines of argument, the
weight given to the importance of the establishment of a prece-
dent is based on the belief that being able to do so continues to
be highly valued in public policy debates. The use of the third
criterion, though somewhat speculative, is warranted because it
is one way to accommodate the inclusion of promising develop-
ments just beginning that may take years to materialize.

A number of the ten initiatives cited are viewed to be of
such extraordinary importance that they are briefly elaborated on
below. The first, the adoption of the "Rural Education and Rural
Family Education Policy for the 1280s” by Secretary of Edu-
cation Bell in 1283 is believed to be without precedent in recent
history wherein an agency head singled cut one sector of the
public scheol universe for special attention. True, the language
of the bill autharizing the establishment of the Department of
Educaticn (ED) directed that a new organizational commitment
was to be given the nation’s rural schools {Public Law 96-88,
Section 206, 1979). Secretary Bell, however, chose to be very
emphatic in responding to the statutory directive by prefacing the
pelicy statement with an equally clear statement of intent:

Rural education shall receive an equitable share of
the information, services, assistance, and funds available
frem and through the Department of Education and its
programs.’®

Unfortunately, there is little evidence that the comprehen-
sive, sweeping declaration of an agency head resulted in major
substantive changes in the behavior of ED, in part, perhaps,
because Secretary Bell departed ED soen after the adoption of
the policy.'” Nonetheless, the Secretary's action demonstrated
what is possible working within statutory language authorizing
the Department of Education, language that, it is important to
note, is still in force,

The second of the ten initiatives, the Congressional direc-
tive to ED in 1987 that it launch a "Rural Initiative” and place
this responsibility in the Regional Educational Laboratories'? is
also of extraordinary importance. Alone among the ten, the
"Rural Initiative" is judged to have contributed to all three crite-
ria used in this exercise, and, moreover, spawned one addi-
tional development cited, the designation of a “rural
coordinator” in ED,
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Table 1. Major Federal Initiatives Benefitting Rural
Education Launched Since 1980

Major
~ Year Initiative® : ~Significance

1. 1983 Adoption of “Rural Education and B
Rural Family Education Palicy for
the 1980s"

2. 1985 Development of new typology of C
nonmetra counties based on primary
economic activity

3. 1987 Enactment of Regional Educational A B, C
Laboratories “Rural Initiative”

4. 1988 Enactment of Rural Technical A
Assistance Centers, Chapter |

5. 1988 Designation of “rural coordinator” to B,C
monitor regional lab rural initiative

6. 1989 Enactment of "Star Schools Program” A

7. 1989 Development of “Johnson Code” for B,C
classifying schools by type of locale

8. 1990 Development of new typology B.C
of nonmetro counties based on
size of population and proximity
to metro counties

9. 1990 Establishment of Rural Development C
Administration

10. 1993 Development of “School District B,C

Data Book”

»  Program responsibility rests with the Department of Educa-
tion for all but #s 2, 8, and 10, where the administrative unit
is the Department of Agriculture.

bA = address critical current needs
B = establish important precedent
C = lay foundation for potential sustained, long-term benefits

Though the appropriations to the original nine, now ten,
regional laboratories to implement the “Rural Initiative™ have
never been large (ranging from approximately $25 to 530 mil-
lion annually), the regional laboratories have nonetheless
begun to demonstrate, at least collectively, that they can: pro-
vide technical assistance to state education agencies and local
districts on a wide range of contemporary instructional, organi-
zational, and planning issues facing rural districts in their ser-
vice regions; serve as a national network for the collection and
analysis of timely information on the status of rural schools;
and. serve as a national network for the examination of the
implications for rural systems of the national education goals
and other federal priorities.

Moreover. the “Rural Initiative” is contributing to the cre-
ation of a critical mass of staff in many of the regional laborato-
ries having expertise in rural education matlers. Some of the
very best work in rural education is now being produced in a
number of the regional laboratories, and, most recently,
through the beginnings of meaningful collaboration among
them. The concentration of staff expertise in the laboratories
having a charter to devote their total energies in the further-
ance of rural education interests might well be one of the most
enduring, long-term benefit accruing to rural schools of any of
the ten recent developments highlighted here.

Still another benefit of the 1987 “Rural Initiative” was the
need for the Office of Educational Research and Improvement,
the administrative unit in ED having responsibility for the pro-
gram, to designate one of its staff to monitor and coordinate
the work of the laboratories. The current coordinator is widely
credited with accomplishing a number of major efforts benefi-
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cial 1o rural education, most notably: the publication and wide-
spread dissemination in 1991 of a first of its kind ED report that
identifies research and development priorities that is intended
to focus the work of the research and school improvement
communities'®: the publication by ED of a relatively compre-
hensive report on the status of rural education; helping to cre-
ate communication networks of rural education advocates
across federal departments and independent agencies, and
between federal units and professional associations; and, serv-
ing as an advocate for rural education within ED.

The long-term benefits of four of the remaining develop-
ments are related and also warrant mention as being of poten-
tially extracrdinary significance for rural education interests.
Clearly ane of the most troubling issues confronting the federal
policy, research, and school improvement communities over
time is the absence of a consensus on how one should define
a rural school system. This handicap, that has been com-
mented on by many, has resulted in the use of widely diverse
definitions among federal departments and independent agen-
cies and has virtually precluded the meaningful resclution of
the claims and counterclaims surrounding the issue of whether
aor not rural schools receive their fair share of federal assis-
tance programs.

Work on the four initiatives, however, has the potential of
resolving the definitional issue in that they together have over-
come a number of technical (but not policy) issues that have in
the past impeded reaching a consensus on an acceptable, uni-
form definition. For example, the “Johnson Code”, developed
by ED’s National Center for Education Statistics in 1989,
classifies all of the nation’s schools {not school districts) into
one of seven locale categories based on ZIP Code designa-
tion. Two of the categories used allow the identification of the
community types that most would likely agree are the sites of
the vast majority of rural districts (rural locale, a place of less
than 2,500 people or a place having a ZIP Code designated
rural by Census; and, small town, a town within an SMSA and
with a population less than 25,000 and greater than or equal to
2,500 people).”* The new School District Data Book (SDDB),
also developed by ED's National Center for Education Sta-
tistics, in cooperation with the U.S. Census Bureau, provides a
selected socioeconomic and demographic profile of every pub-
lic school district in the nation. Moreover, the SDDB can be
merged with school district financial, enrollment, and staffing
data collected by NCES at periodic intervals.® The sSDDB
promises to be a powerful analytical tool available to the
research and school improvement communities.”

These two efforts have solved many of the technical
issues present in the rural school definitional issue. They make
possible the testing of the costs and benefits of the use of
alternative sparsity, enrollment, or the other viable criteria that
should be included in any definition of a rural district.

The two recently developed typologies by the Department
of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service (ERS) also have
great potential significance for rural education. The first of
these classifies all honmetropolitan counties according to their
primary economic activity {e.g., agricultural-related, mining-
related, persistent poverty).” The second classifies all non-
metropolitan counties according to their size of population and
proximity to a metropolitan county

The availability of both of these classification systems
makes it possible to address the legitimate concerns of those
who argue that the use of a common rural district definition will
abscure the demoenstrable diversity present among these types
of systems across this nation. A reasonable solution to the
diversity issue would seem attainable.

Both the two NCES efforts and the two ERS efforts were
worked on independently. Thus, the benefits for rural interests
at this point remains only a potential. The technical difficulties
of effecting a merger of these efforts would appear to be
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solvable.® The policy debates that would need to be held in
order to do so, however, are likely to be heated, but have yet to
oceur,

The potential benefits of the final of the ten developments,
the establishment of the Rural Development Administration
(RDA) within the Department of Agriculture in 1990, is probably
even more problematic, given the short history of similar prede-
cessor efforts to develop a cohesive national policy for rural
development. Nonetheless, the geals of the President’s
Council on Rural America, on whose advocacy the RDA was
created, are the closest existing example at the federal level of
the recognition that comprehensive and cohesive federal poli-
cies are, on the one hand, an absolute necessity for the revital-
ization of rural America, and, on the other, that a strong,
healthy education infrastructure is a prerequisite for sustained
rural economic and community development.” There does
seem to be a renewed commitment in both the legislative and
executive branches that the traditional piece-meal, fragmented
approaches to the multi-faceted issues present in rural eco-
nomic and community development have been less than effec-
tive, as well as too costly. It is for these reasons that quarded
optimism is held that the RDA just might succeed. Should this
he the case, rural education should reap renewed attention
and a vastly increased commitment.

What Did Not Happen?

The preceding overview of what are regarded to be major
steps undertaken at the federal level in recent years might
leave the impression that the period 19801983 was marked
by an unbroken series of successes, or potential future good
fortunes, for rural education interests. Clear progress has been
made on a number of important fronts. The recent track record,
however, is hardly one of unbroken accomplishments. Indeed,
little in the way of a meaningful federal response is evident on
a number of the most damaging charges regarding federal
practices. In addition, several windows of opportunity failed to
be seized that could not only have facilitated the resolution of a
number of substantive concerns, but also would have had sym-
bolic value as well.

Following is another overview of what are judged to be
major non-events of the past recent history. The themes intro-
duced are organized into two categories:

s those addressing long-standing needs facing many of the
nation's rural districts where action should have been
taken, consistent with the prevailing norms concerning
the role and function of this level of government in edu-
cation matters

e those representing missed windows of apportunity, de-
fined narrowly here to be situations where ED moved to
better serve the nation’s urban school systems and pri-
vate education. yet failed to implement parallel action for
rural systems.

No attempt is made to offer possible explanations of the
set of complex issues that no doubt were at play that caused
the perceived failures to occur. Clearly differing world views of
the nature of the rural education “problem”, competing ideologi-
cal and political perspectives on the larger issue of the role of
the federal government in education, as well as other factors,
including perhaps even the possibility of oversight, would all
have to be taken into account. But consideration of these com-
plex matters is beyond the scope of this article. Rather, the list
of missed opportunities represents one person’s view of impor-
tant steps not taken that would have benefitted rural education.

Continued Neglect of Long-Standing Concems

One of the most serious inducements against the federal
government raised by rural interests over time is that rural
schools do not receive an equitable share of federal assistance
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programs. This claim has been levelled not only with regard to
the big-ticket formula programs, but the large number of discre-
tionary programs as well. Unfortunately, no progress has been
made during the past fifteen years to shed light on this issue.
While a number of efforts were initiated that attempted to do
so, largely on the insistence of Congressional interests, there
is still no definitive, conclusive answer to the question.

The primary reason for the continued absence of a re-
sponse to the charge is of course in large part related to a lack
of a common definition of what is to constitute a rural school
district, a point alluded to previcusly. As a result, attempts to
establish the rural share of the big-ticket formula grants under-
taken in the 1980s are limited in their conclusions.

A General Accounting Office (GAQ) study issued in 1989,
for example, reported that in 1985 the rural percent of the large
Educationally Deprived Children-Local Education Agency
Grants was nineteen percent, and twelve percent of the Bilin-
gual Education Grants. The GAO could not establish the rural
percent of the relatively massive Vocational Education-Basic
Grants to the states.®® The definition of rural districts used by
the GAO were those [ocated in "counties with urban populations
of less than 20.000."% A major, mid-1980, ED-sponsared study
of Chapter 1*" used eight different enrollment size categories for
establishing the recipients of these formula grant monies. Rural
districts were defined in this instance as these enrclling less
than one thousand students. Dubin's®' comprehensive study of
the distribution of all major federal programs, that included ele-
mentary—secondary assistance programs, is also of limited
value because the analysis is based on funds geing to different
types of metropolitan or nonmetropolitan counties, not school
districts, many of which have geographic boundaries that are
not coterminous with county boundaries.

The Stephens® report identified which of the 140 elemen-
tary-secondary formula and discretionary programs adminis-
tered by ED in FY 1890 contained, either by statute or ED
regulations, a rural set-aside. His probe established that twelve
of the 140 programs did (including the previously cited Rural
Technical Assistance Centers, Chapter I, and the “Rural Initia-
tive” of the regicnal educational laborateries). However, no uni-
form definition of a rural system was used in the twelve
programs, the majority of which were targeted on special popu-
lations of rural students and were begun in the mid to late
1980s. With regard to the equity of the formula programs for
special populations of students, it was observed that;

The fact is, this exploratory effort cannot address
this question and it is likely that even maore appropriate
inquiries would be handicapped in doing so. This is so
for several major reasons, . . . : most of the big-ticket
items administered by ED are grants to the states which
make use of their own largely seli-determined distributive
formulas: and, there is no standard definition of rural
presently used by either the federal government or by
the states. What can be said is that any formula grant
program that uses a population factor in its mathematical
fermula {many do} or any grant program that uses a cost
per pupil factor in its mathematical formula (as several
de) potentially can discriminate against a rural small
school district's efforts to address the needs of its special
populations.®

A second major long-standing concern of rural interests is
that the federal government has no cohesive policy to assist
rural education. One certainly would have expected a compre-
hensive federal strategy to be forthcoming, at least from the
Department of Education, given the clear Congressional direc-
tive in the authorization act establishing the department that it
was to make extraordinary efforts to pay attention to rural
schools. As commented on earlier, then Secretary of Education
Bell in 1983 did adept a wide-ranging policy statement that, if
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implemented, would have resulted in substantial benefits as
well as had important symbolic values to rural schools. But the
great potential of 1983 policy was never realized.* If anything,
the poor performance of ED in implementing the 1283 policy
statement had the added negative effect of reinforcing the
existing widespread cynicism in the rural education community.

Missed Windows of Opportunity

Other evidence of failures during the past approximately
fifteen-year period is also available. Three missed opportuni-
ties in particular stand out as being especially difficult to com-
prehend. All three involved inaction by the Department of
Education to address rural education when it chose to do so for
either urban education or private education. In 1990, ED identi-
fied an urban focus for one of its new Research and Develop-
ment Centers; none of the remaining twenty-three centers was
earmarked for an emphasis on rural education. This was done
despite the fact that ED had been working for several years
prior to 1990 on the previously cited “An Agenda for Research
and Development on Rural Education.” Secondly, in 1991, ED
completed work on a new classification system for describing
the diversity among the nation's private schools®; no compara-
ble organizational resources and energies have been devoted
to establishing a meaningful topology of rural systems. Finally,
for most of the fifteen-year period, ED has sponsored an
“Urban Superintendent's Network" that entails periodic meet-
ings of representatives of the nation’s large urban systems with
senior-level staff of the department; no comparable rural super-
intendents’ network has ever been initiated.

New Legislative Proposals

As established earlier, the profile of new legislative propos-
als and their likely benefits for rural education will concentrate
on three education initiatives currently under consideration in
this session of Congress: Improving America’s School Act of
1993, Goals 2000: Educate America Act, and the Rural Schools
of America Act of 1993. Though other education bills have
either already been passed or intreduced, the three singled out
for emphasis are regarded to be of most significance. Together,
certain features of the three, if enacted, will both address long-
standing issues as well as aid rural systems in meeting the new
demands being made of rural school districts.

Improving America's Schools Act of 1993

The proposed amendments to the Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Act (H.R. 3130 and S. 1131), that promise to
be the most far-ranging changes in the act since its adoption in
1965, is shaping up as perhaps the most volatile of the three
legislative proposals highlighted here. Rural education is likely
to be both winner and loser in the reauthorization debate that is
predicted to accelerate in the late winter and spring months of
1994,

The most fundamental proposed change, and the one that
represents a loss for many rural systems, would change the
funding formula for Chapter 1 of the ESEA. There appears to
be widespread support for the targeting of Chapter 1 monies
{that will likely be in the range of $7 billion annually) to schools
with high concentrations of poor students. The administration’s
proposal would set aside fifty percent for concentration grants
to the poorest areas (compared to ten percent at present). It
would also increase the threshold for eligibility to receive a
concentration grant from the present requirement that a county
have ten poor children, or a fifteen percent poverty rate among
school-age children and youth, to a minimum of 100 poor chil-
dren or an eighteen percent poverty rate. This proposed
change in the formula has generated counter-preposals from
rural interests, who are predicted to be losers if the formula
stands as proposed. The Department of Education estimates
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that fifteen states will lose monies in FY 1995, led by several
states with large numbers of rural systems (e.g., lowa, a loss of
29.4 percent; Maine, a loss of 28.2 percent),*®

Other features of the proposed legislation that, if retained,
will clearly assist rural systems in addressing both traditional dif-
ficulties as well as aid in meeting the rising expectations of pub-
lic education include: the strong emphasis given to staff
development that is to be aligned with the voluntary content
standards, that in turn are to be aligned with the national educa-
tion goals; the strong emphasis given to technology, including:
the creation of an Office of Educational Technology in the De-
partment of Education, that among other functions, is responsi-
ble for developing a national long-range plan for the educational
use of technology; and, a continuation of the Star Schools Pro-
gram that has in the past been so beneficial to many rural dis-
tricts; the use of grants and contracts to establish a technical
assistance capacity that will aid state and local agencies in
achieving greater equity in state funding formulas; the provision
of incentives to post-secondary institutions that should encour-
age their more meaningful engagement in elementary—
secondary reform efforts; and, the emphasis given to the promo-
tion of cellaboration ameng schoels and other agencies,

Goals 2000: Educate America Act

This proposed bill is the major legislative proposal ad-
vanced by the Clinton Administration, There are at present
substantial differences in the House version (H.R. 1804) and
Senate version (S. 1150), and how these differences will be
reconciled is of course not known at this time, There is general
agreement, however, an a number of key provisions that are of
significance to rural education.

The bill, authorized for $393 million in FY 1995, and such
sums as necessary for FY 1995 through 1998, is a grant pro-
gram to the states to develop and implement state plans for the
systemic reform of education. The chief provisions of the pro-
posal include: the establishment of the six national education
goals as federal policy and, if the House version is enacted,
that civics and government be added to the competencies stu-
dents must demonstrate, and that teachers must have access
to professional development; the establishment of national and
state voluntary education standards, or content standards; the
development of national and state voluntary student per-
formance standards that are aligned with the content stan-
dards; and, the development of national and state voluntary
opportunity-to-learn standards for assessing whether ar not the
resources, programs, and practices are available at each level
of the educational system necessary for students to acquire
the competencies and skills called for in the naticnal or state
content standards.,

The proposed development of the opportunity-to-learn
standards potentially has far-reaching implications for rural
education. Which ever version is enacted, the mare prescrip-
tive House proposal that would require greater accountability of
the states than would the Senate proposal, a focus on whether
or not rural schools have the institutional capacity to meet the
cantent standards most assuredly represents a major break-
through for rural interests. It would seem that the inclusion of
opportunity-to-learn standards in the proposed bill institution-
alizes in federal policy what a number of state courts in recent
year have already done by their insistence that an adequacy
criterion be used as a test of whether or not a state funding for-
mula is constitutional.

Rural Schools of Ametica Act of 1993

The third major legislative proposal, the "Rural Schools of
America Act of 1993" {H.R. 1687 and S. 1472), is certainly one
of the most ambitious Congressional initiatives intended to
assist rural education. The potential benefits of the bill as
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proposed (or, even if the bill is folded inte the proposal amend-
ments to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as
some observers predict might happen) are significant, Chief
among these are the following: the authorization for the appro-
priation of $1.5 billion in the first year, and as needed annually
through FY 2000, to support rural schoels most in need of
assistance in meeting the national education goals; the strong
emphasis given to supporting applications that give promi-
nence to widely acknowledged preblems facing rural schools,
including the recruitment and retention of staff, staff develop-
ment, and access to educational technology; an equally strong
emphasis given to supporting applications that give promi-
nence o assisting rural schools in new initiatives that are also
widely acknowledged as having potential for strengthening
rural education, including the development of consortia to
strengthen curriculum offerings, coordination and collaboration
with other youth-serving agencies, efforts to encourage making
the rural school the community learning and service center,
and the development of broad-based rural community advisory
groups; the authorization for an appropriation of an additional
$1.5 billion in the first year, and as needed annually through
FY 2000, to rural districts for the construction, repair, or reno-
vation of instructional space including facilities for the use of
telecommunications technologies; an amendment to the
Department of Education Act of 1979 that would establish an
Assistant Secretary for Rural Education; the requirement that
the Secretary of the Department of Education report to the
Congress no later than January 1. 1995 the impact on rural
schools of federal regulations, guidelines, and policies; the
establishment of rural school research and evaluation centers
to be operated by the ten regional educational laboratories; the
establishment of a new Interagency Council on Rural Schools
composed of the secretaries of Education, Labor, Health and
Human Services, Agriculture, Energy, and Commerce, as well
as the directors of several independent agencies; and, the
sponsorship of 2 White House Conference on Rural Education
no later than the end of October, 1996.

The provisions of the proposed bill address a large num-
ber of the concerns raised here regarding the past perfor-
mance of the federal government. The relatively huge $3 billion
annual autharization, along with a companicn $3 billion pro-
posed for urban education intreduced under separate legisla-
tion, is of course likely to be a major handicap to final passage
in its present form. It is important to note, however, that several
of the provisions highlighted here are relatively low-cost, yet
would represent real gains for rural education interests. The
probability certainly exists that these low-cost features will be
recognized as such and retained, either as a separate bill or
folded into other legislative proposals.

Concluding Comments

The profile of recent federal efforts to address rural educa-
tion issues provided here should be both comforting and dis-
tressful to the rural education community. The inability to
address the basic question of whether or not rural schools
receive their equitable share of federal assistance, even by the
use of a narrow standard of this criterion, must be viewed as a
major disappointment. Further, some might argue that what is
identified as representing progress is reaching. It is conceded
that the time period used here is a relatively long period and
the list of benefits cited, that concentrated on activities of the
Department of Education, is admittedly not too long, and nearly
offset in number by perceived missed opportunities as well.

Nonetheless, one should be encouraged by the begin-
nings of a number of initiatives that have great potential for
benefitting the nation’s rural school systems. Especially note-
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worthy is the progress being made to resolve the technical
issues surrounding the establishment of an acceptable defini-
tion of a rural district, a necessary prerequisite for addressing
equity questions, and adequacy and responsiveness concerns
as well. Moreover, the new legislative proposals under consid-
eration are equally encouraging. The preminence given in the
proposals to staff development, technology, and opportunity-to-
learn standards is especially gratifying. It does not seem likely
that all of these proposals will be entirely abandoned. So there
should be hope that further steps will soon be ferthcoming that
not anly will address long-standing needs of rural systems, but
enhance their institutional capacity to continue to be an asset
to the nation as it moves more rapidly into the information age.
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