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• INTRODUCTION •

Americans worry about their children. Are they learning enough in school to support 
themselves as adults? Can they hope to maintain a standard of living as good as that 
of their parents? Will today’s children experience America as the land of opportunity for 
capable people, whatever their backgrounds? Can they sustain our democratic traditions? 
In recent years, these worries have focused most intensely on African American and 
Hispanic children in our big cities, who enter first grade at a disadvantage and fall further 
behind the longer they are in school. 

But in terms of sustaining an 
opportunity society, and thus 
our national health, Americans 
are missing a bet. Children in 
rural areas are as isolated as 
urban minority children from the 
mainstream economy, and from 

the higher education that is the gateway to the best jobs. And there are vast numbers of 
them. Even today, after the dramatic rural-to-urban migration of the mid-20th century, more 
children attend schools in remote rural and small-town areas (5.6 million) than in the 20 
largest urban school districts. 

There are three reasons why rural education should become a priority for federal and state 
governments and for philanthropies concerned with education.

Children in rural areas are as isolated as 
urban minority children from the mainstream 
economy, and from the higher education that 
is the gateway to the best jobs.
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First, schools in rural areas educate millions of students. One student in 10 is educated in 
a remote or fringe district. In half of the states, rural students make up more than a quarter 
of the student total population. In six states (Mississippi, Vermont, Maine, North Carolina, 
South Dakota, and South Carolina), more than 40 percent of the students are rural. There 
are only eight states in which rural children make up less than 10 percent of the student 
population (Maryland, New Jersey, Utah, Rhode Island, Nevada, California, Massachusetts, 
and Hawaii). Moreover, rural student populations in many states include high proportions of 
the minority and poor students whose education has long been the primary focus of federal 
policy and major philanthropies. In 18 states, more than 25 percent of rural students are 
African American or Hispanic; in 24 states, more than 40 percent of rural students are poor.

Second, the talents of the most capable rural young people are seldom fully developed. 
Despite the fact that rural students on average perform better in high school and graduate 
at a higher rate than students in big cities (79.9 percent vs. 64.1 percent), they are less 
likely to attend college (33.4 percent vs. 48.1 percent) and far less likely to enroll in 
graduate and professional programs (3.2 percent vs. 7.6 percent) after college.1 At a time 
when the US economy is suffering from a shortage of highly skilled individuals (and from 
high unemployment among low-skilled workers), the loss of large numbers of extremely 
capable young people from rural areas is a serious matter. 

Caroline Hoxby and Christopher Avery have written about the existence of untapped 
sources of talent in the United States, especially among young people from low-income 
families and areas remote from major cities.2 They critique elite colleges and universities, 
which compete with one another for a tapped-out population of highly capable students 
in metro areas while overlooking the large pool of equally adept students elsewhere. They 
conclude, “[T]he number of low-income, high-achieving students is much greater than 
college admissions staff generally believe.” These students “come from districts too small 
to support selective public high schools, are not in a critical mass of fellow high achievers, 
and are not likely to encounter a teacher or schoolmate from an older cohort who attended 
a selective college.” If the pool is to be expanded, it must be found in places, including rural 
areas, that previously have not been mined for extremely capable students. 

The talents of gifted young 
people in rural areas are not the 
only ones being wasted. Across 
the board, young people in rural 
areas are much more likely to 
be idle—meaning not engaged 

Across the board, young people in rural areas 
are much more likely to be idle—meaning 
not engaged in education or training, not 
working, and not earning regular income. 
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in education or training, not working, and not earning regular income. This problem is 
especially acute for high school dropouts and for Native Americans. Living in the West or 
Southeast, or being African American or Native American in a rural area, is a risk factor for 
idleness. Being a dropout from a low-income family is a lethal combination: nearly half of 
young people with these attributes (48.5 percent) are idle.3 

Third, rural communities matter to all Americans, not just as sources of talent but also as 
indispensable places. Though the country has changed since Jefferson and de Tocqueville 
described rural areas as the main source of its strength, these regions are still where the 
American ideals of self-governance by small groups of neighbors and local problem solving 
through collective action are most openly practiced, and where the links among community, 
work, production, and human health and survival are the most transparent. Rural areas 
complement the big cities, where things are more abstract, impersonal, and pressured. 
Many individuals raised in rural communities could live anywhere they want, and choose 
to avoid cities. Other Americans seek refuge from cities by moving to rural areas when 
telecommuting or retirement make it possible.

The imperatives that have made big-city schools such a topic of investment and ferment 
are as great for schools in rural and remote areas. And yet, despite the efforts of many who 
have worked tirelessly to improve opportunities for rural-area children, rural education has 
remained on the back burner. The reasons for this relative neglect are many:

•	 Rural areas are distant from major media markets, making rural education 
much more difficult for newspapers and TV to cover.

•	 There is no dramatic civil rights connection. Though rural students are 
disproportionately African American in the Southeast, they are mainly white 
elsewhere. The rapid growth of the Hispanic population in the West is a 
recent phenomenon and has not yet connected with a civil rights agenda.

•	 Domination of federal policy by urban concerns has led to concentration of 
federal program funds in metropolitan areas.

•	 Specific policy on rural areas has been relegated to the states, which in turn 
have set their own priorities in line with federal policy and funding. 

•	 A mismatch exists between the education-reform solutions favored by 
the dominant national philanthropies—for example, school choice and 
competition—and what is possible in low-density rural areas.
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Thus, the low priority placed on rural education is built into the ways various institutions 
work. Consequently, rural education issues are not accorded serious consideration. 

How to move rural education issues to the front burner? That question motivates the  
work of the Rural Opportunities Consortium of Idaho task force. We hope to show that  
all Americans have a stake in the success of rural education, and to give elected officials 
and philanthropists practical guidance on how they can make a positive difference. 

This paper and the series it introduces is written for audiences who have not been  
paying much attention to rural education issues. These include federal and state  
officials, philanthropists, and private citizens who care about public policy—often  
called the “NPR audience”—and whose interest must be captured if the problems  
are to be addressed seriously.
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• MEANINGS OF “RURAL” •

Traditionally, rural is defined in two ways: objectively, in terms of size of place and 
distance from major cities, and subjectively, in terms of community feeling, intimacy, and 
interdependency among individuals and families.4 These two definitions can, but don’t 
always, identify the same places as rural. 

Figure 1 summarizes the objective measures linked to size of place and remoteness. These 
allow a place to be unambiguously designated rural or not rural based on census and 
geographic data. It is much more difficult to apply the subjective definition of rural without 
knowing a place intimately. Some places fit the data-based definition of rural but have lost, 
or never had, the sense of community, due to population differences, economic tensions, 
or political divisions. Similarly, there are some communities too near cities to fit the data-
based definition of rural, but that nonetheless retain a strong sense of community and 
other subjective aspects of “ruralness.” 

By any definition, rural places are heterogeneous. Aside from size and distance from major 
settlements, rural areas differ in population composition and diversity; economic base; 
current trajectory of growth, decline, or stability; political cohesion; and history.

Rural areas with diverse 
populations also differ in whether 
these are integrated—residentially 
or in schools—or segregated. Rural 
African American populations in 
the South are often set apart from 

We and others who work on rural education 
are always challenged to generalize 
when possible but not to blur important 
distinctions among rural places. 
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the white populations,5 which is also true of newly settled Hispanic migrants in the South 
and West. However, some rural areas have been racially integrated for a long time, or, as Gary 
Orfield reports, are integrating more rapidly than cities.6  

We and others who work on rural education are always challenged to generalize when 
possible but not to blur important distinctions among rural places. In our work, we try to 
avoid painting all rural areas with the same brush and steer clear of generalization when it 
would be misleading. Of course we are not the only ones to face this challenge, as much of 
the literature and policy writing about rural education tries to base general statements on 
particular cases.

Different task force members use different definitions of “rural,” depending on the data and 
research methods available to them. They are free to use the definition of rural that best 
matches the problem they discuss, but they clearly say which one they are using and why. 

OBJECTIVE DEFINITIONS OF RURAL

The US Census Bureau defines a rural area in terms of negatives: it is neither a city with a 
population of 50,000 or more, nor a cluster of towns and cities with a minimum of 2,500 people 
each and a maximum of 50,000 people combined. The National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) starts with the Census Bureau definition and then delineates three kinds of rural areas:

1.	 FRINGE: Less than or equal to 5 miles from an urbanized area, as well as 
rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an urban cluster.

2.	 DISTANT: More than 5 miles but less than or equal to 25 miles from an 
urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is more than 2.5 miles but less 
than or equal to 10 miles from an urban cluster.

3.	 REMOTE: More than 25 miles from an urbanized area and also more than  
10 miles from an urban cluster.

These definitions are necessary, especially for analysts using hard data to track economic 
and population changes. But, as subsequent papers will illustrate, rural is more than simply 
an attribute of place. It is an attribute of people who do certain kinds of work, on farms and 
in extractive industries. It is also a set of attitudes, about tradition, close-knit community, a 
relaxed pace, and a preference for recreation in wild and unpopulated areas. These ways of 
being rural are not perfectly associated with the hard-data-based distinctions used by the 
Census Bureau, Office of Management and Budget (OMB), or NCES. People can be “rural” 
in attitude and modes of employment even if they live in technically urban places (e.g., 
metropolitan counties) that contain undeveloped areas and small towns.

• F
ig

u
re

 1 •
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• THE LINKS AMONG PLACE,  
EDUCATION, AND OPPORTUNITY •

Because they are small and not economically diversified, rural communities can experience 
abrupt declines. Certainly, they are not alone in this; there are also big cities, like Detroit, that 
struggle to recover from a change in the market for a commodity or good they produce. 

Rural places, however, are especially vulnerable to changes in climate, economic activity, 
and tastes for recreation. Currently stable farm communities can be threatened by climate 
changes that raise temperatures and reduce rainfall. Communities based on mining 
and other extractive industries can be wiped out by changes in demand or depletion of 
resources. Other rural areas once too cold or dry for key crops will gain population and 
wealth as the former places decline.

As future papers from this task force will show, in rural areas there are very tight links 
among the welfare of a particular business, the numbers of children in school, the 
willingness of nervous taxpayers to pay for education, and the challenges faced by district 
and school leaders. Unlike in many urban areas, where the economic changes can balance 
one another out and schools are not the most important local employer, rural schools can 
feel the effects of small changes immediately. And, of course, the performance of K-12 
schools can also affect the community’s ability to attract and keep businesses and the 
educated people needed to staff them.

Patrick Carr and Maria Kefalas write about the “hollowing out” of some economically 
declining rural communities via a downward spiral in which the most talented leave and 
those left behind are not educated to their full potential. For such communities—and they 
are numerous, though not typical—Carr and Kefalas show that rural schools prepare the 
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ablest to leave for universities and urban careers, but simultaneously neglect the education 
of children likely to stay. Over time, the remaining rural population becomes less skilled and 
less adaptable than will be needed for the communities to survive.7  

Where it happens, rural community decline can have dire effects on children, as the tax 
base dwindles and the best-educated professionals, including teachers, must find jobs 
elsewhere. This process took place decades ago in the rural South and upper Midwest, 
where loss of jobs and population left many communities poor and with weak schools. 

The “hollowing out” phenomenon is far from universal. Many rural places have stable or 
growing economies and attract educated people, including young people who complete higher 
and graduate education and want to return to their home communities. As Petrin, Schafft, 
and Mee show, in many rural communities it is the ablest students—those who get the most 
attention from teachers and are likeliest to take the most demanding courses in school and 
have access to the best colleges—who are most interested in returning home to live.8 This is 
particularly true in rural communities that are growing economically. Thus, contrary to Carr 
and Kefalas, whether able rural students contemplate returning home or “getting out of here”  
is more a consequence of the state of the local economy than a cause of it.

Of course, economic and population growth can bring serious challenges. This is now 
evident in the West, where the numbers of poor immigrant families have increased. As 
former itinerant workers settle in rural localities and commute to work as far as a few 
hours’ drive from home, new, isolated Hispanic communities with many children are 
appearing. Numbers of new Hispanic students can overwhelm the existing schools, and 
some communities lack the money or intellectual capital to educate them well. Children 
in such environments could be doomed to under-education and poverty, putting their 
communities at risk of becoming isolated enclaves of impoverishment.

In sum, children in rural areas are numerous, important as a source of sorely needed 
talent, but isolated and vulnerable. 
Moreover, as subsequent papers 
will show, rural children, and the 
adults charged with educating 
them, are not well supported by 
federal or state policies. 

In sum, children in rural areas are numerous, 
important as a source of sorely needed 
talent, but isolated and vulnerable. 
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• TENSIONS BETWEEN STUDENT-FOCUSED 
POLICIES AND PLACE-BASED NEEDS •

For good reason, debates about education reform normally focus on outcomes for 
students. There is no essential difference between a student’s private interest and the 
public interest in her obtaining the education needed to become a competent, self-directing 
adult who is able to participate fully in the nation’s community, economic, and political life. 
Government policies are made to serve broad purposes and can’t expressly accommodate 
every local context. That is why federal programs like those authorized by the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, and most state categorical programs, identify students, not 
places, as their beneficiaries. 

However, exclusive concern with student benefit leaves out something important: the 
country and the individual both have a stake in whether K-12 education helps particular 
localities remain decent places to live and work. It matters—economically, politically, and 
culturally—whether a city like Detroit can recover from its economic and social decay. In the 
same way, it matters whether education contributes to the health of rural areas, home to a 
valued American way of life. 

There is also no better way to motivate a student than by linking what she is learning to the 
real-world concerns of people in the place where she lives. This is as true of urban as of 
rural students, who too often do not understand their hometown’s cultural assets, or how 
local people make a living, or why their city is home to some industries and not others. 

Education should expand, not limit, horizons. This means helping rural students understand 
the relative opportunities and benefits of staying in or returning to rural communities, 
and of moving elsewhere. It also means educating all children well enough so they have 
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real choices—for example, whether to seek higher education or enter full-time work, and 
whether to live in their communities of origin or in places with different economic and 
cultural opportunities. 

Most federal and state policy initiatives 
are formulated for urban areas and can 
be poor fits for rural areas. No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) concentrates funding on 
disadvantaged children in dense urban 
areas; consequently, rural areas get 
much less for each disadvantaged child 
they serve. Similarly, state requirements 
for teacher certification, class size, and 

seat time often ignore the needs and capacities of remote areas that have few students in a 
grade and few college graduates who are not already teaching. 

A tightly knit group of rural education scholars argue for greater attention to place in rural 
education. This can mean using local environmental and economic issues as foci for teaching 
and projects, and making sure students understand their hometown histories and values. 
These prescriptions for pedagogy, which could apply equally well to education in the cities, don’t 
necessarily conflict with the national press for common standards and assessments. 

But to some scholars, place-based education has a more radical meaning: resisting state 
testing and curriculum requirements meant to prepare students for global economic 
competition.9 Convinced that such policies represent corporate colonization, they urge 
rural educators and parents to resist externally imposed standards, tests, and performance 
accountability.10 These scholars would prefer that the rest of the country leave rural 
schools alone and let enlightened rural educators focus on educating children in ways 
that motivate them to “reinhabit” rural environments in an egalitarian, non-oppressive, and 
environmentally sensitive way. 

Readers will readily see that our work comes from a different premise—namely that rural 
children should be well enough educated in a standard way to have a choice about whether 
they attend and complete mainstream universities, and should be free to choose what work 
they do and where they live. To attain this freedom, young people need to appreciate their 
home places and see opportunities for good lives there. But to be free in these ways also 
means they need education that broadens, rather than narrows, their horizons.

Similarly, state requirements for teacher 
certification, class size, and seat time 
often ignore the needs and capacities  
of remote areas that have few students  
in a grade and few college graduates  
who are not already teaching. 
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• PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP:  
A RESOURCE AND A BARRIER •

The difference between the objective and qualitative definitions of “rural” is a major cause 
of tension between federal and state policy and the needs of particular rural places. 
Statutes establishing federal and state funding programs use broad census and place 
definitions to describe the areas that will be eligible for support, and to set conditions for 
receipt of funds. There are always well-founded complaints, and not just from rural areas, 
that policies don’t recognize important differences among places and are inappropriate or 
counterproductive in some.11

The Rural School Problem today, as portrayed by many scholars in the field, is 
that rural schools have endured 100 years of assault from outside reformers in 
search of the “one best system” … and that this assault continues to this day. Not 
only are rural schools faced with trying to piece together and capitalize on the 
remnants of their remaining uniqueness, but they must do so under a barrage 
of ongoing reforms that seek to integrate rural schools into a national system of 
schooling … At issue is the complex question of who the schools should serve—
the local community, the larger society, or some combination of both?12

The literature on rural education strongly critiques major state and federal policies as 
inappropriate for rural areas. Policy, and the general discourse about rural areas, is seen 
as characterizing them as “backward and deficient within a rapidly changing and urban-
oriented society.”13 As a result, some claim, rural students and adults alike seem to have 
learned that to be rural is to be subpar.14 Such criticism is of long standing, at least as old 
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as the rural school consolidation 
movement.15 Though criticism has 
become especially strong since 
enactment of NCLB, it also applies 
to earlier policy initiatives such as 
statewide standards and teacher 
certification. 

As early as the early 1990s, the 
“systemic reform” movement—

which sought to create common standards for all schools and universalize school 
practice by aligning curriculum, instructional materials, teacher training, and assessment17 
—caused rural scholars to raise strong objections. These focus on standards that 
reflect requirements for university admission and graduate participation in the national 
economy, rather than returning to their communities of origin.18 Objections also target 
university-based teacher training and “professionalization,” seen as weakening teachers’ 
community ties while privileging people with “outside” skills and perspectives, as well as 
“subvert[ing] intellect and feeling.”19 As a respected commentator writes, “These changes 
have transformed educators and educational leaders from autonomous, responsive 
practitioners into technocrats enacting sets of prescribed, rationalized tasks. That is, ‘if it 
doesn’t raise test scores, it is not relevant to my job.’”20 

These criticisms have been amplified since enactment of NCLB in 2002. Articles in rural 
education journals frequently characterize NCLB as a neoliberal policy based on the belief 
that “the well-being of society is most effectively achieved by enhancing entrepreneurial 
individualism and maximizing individual freedom of choice via privatization.”21 

The rural-focused attack on NCLB is best summed up by Kai Schafft, who argues that 
educational reform typified by standards, testing, and choice for families in low-performing 
schools “has increasingly led rural school administrators to see community improvement 
and educational improvement as competing and opposing priorities, a zero-sum game.”22 

As early as the early 1990s, the “systemic 
reform” movement—which sought to create 
common standards for all schools and 
universalize school practice by aligning 
curriculum, instructional materials, teacher 
training, and assessment—caused rural 
scholars to raise strong objections.  
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Rural scholars are not alone in criticizing NCLB on many of these grounds.23 In general, 
the tension between national standards and local (even neighborhood) particularism 
shoots through our national discourse about the roles of government and philanthropy 
in education. Though critics in the rural education literature argue that NCLB ignores the 
distinctiveness of rural schools and communities, 24, 25 most of their objections have exact 
parallels in more general attacks on the law, specifically that it

•	 forces local educators to narrow school curricula to focus  
on tested subjects; 

•	 drives out teaching about local history and culture;

•	 can lead to firing of teachers who, though not conventionally well-qualified,  
provide necessary links to community culture and history; 

•	 imposes a climate of fear and self-protection on teachers and principals;

•	 holds out false promise of options for families in localities where  
no real schooling alternatives are possible;

•	 introduces the possibility of competition and job insecurity to localities 
where it is already extremely difficult to hold onto teachers;

•	 imposes the agendas of national politicians and philanthropists  
(including privatization) on localities whose assets and needs  
they do not understand;26 and

•	 subordinates the aspirations of communities to the goals of  
maintaining American global dominance.27,28  

The one critique of NCLB that distinctly reflects rural concerns is that it imposes 
impossible specialization requirements on small rural schools where most teachers  
must cover many subjects. 

Rural sociologists and education scholars are not alone in accusing NCLB’s framers of 
trying to replace community-governed public education with corporate-provided, profit-
oriented, business-run schools. Critics of New Orleans schools post-Hurricane Katrina 
hit many of the same themes, particularly about imposition of cosmopolitan standards, 
cultures, and people on tightly knit neighborhoods where, even if schools were not high-
performing, parents and neighbors felt respected and secure.29 Other authors sum it up 
by saying that “neoliberal designs on rural teaching recreate educators as agents for 
multinational corporations.”30
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These concerns are probably more intense in the academic literature than anywhere else. 
Even in that literature, it is clear that some groups of parents in rural areas are eager to 
have their children prepared for life and work outside their community of origin. This is 
true even for those who might hope their children, or at least some of them some of the 
time, will return to the rural life.31 For such parents, preparing young people to work as 
professionals or skilled workers in a dynamic world economy is not the same as molding 
them to meet the needs of a particular firm. 

In the same literature condemning policies that impose universal expectations on rural 
schools, many rural educators clearly acknowledge that students must be prepared to 
choose among many possible life courses. This surely reflects educators’ concern for the 
futures of the children they teach, in ways recently documented by Petrin, Schafft, and 
Mee.32 It could, of course, also be a consequence of the professionalization of educators 
that authors like Theobald and Howley decry. 

As Woodrum demonstrates, rural localities are seldom as homogeneous or united 
as some rhetoric would suggest.33 Many contain a number of “communities” defined 
variously by ethnicity, income, occupation, and connections to the outside world. These 
communities are sometimes in conflict. Policymakers in Washington, DC, or state capitals 
might take actions that please or strengthen one set of such “communities” within a 
rural place while displeasing or weakening another. This is equally true of scholars who 
take sides in favor of traditional rural ways of life and against greater integration with 
the broader society and economy. As Kannapel and DeYoung, writing about the future of 
research on rural schools, conclude, 

As for rural school reformers, they may have to abandon some ideas of 
rebuilding communities and schools of the past, and focus on how to build 
the communities of the future. The industries and technologies that created 
many of them no longer exist, but new industries and technologies may provide 
opportunities to regroup and move forward. Both brands of reformers should 
also give some serious thought to where they stand on the issue of the intrinsic 
value of intellectual pursuits. Education aimed at rural economic development is 
as anti-intellectual as education aimed at global economic competitiveness.34

Similarly, Kai Schafft poses the big question for the future of scholars concerned about 
rural schools: “How do we prepare ourselves and our children to live lives that are local 
and global?”35  
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• GETTING RURAL EDUCATION  
THE ATTENTION IT DESERVES •

The issues defined here deserve more attention, and more resources, than have been 
devoted to them. This not a new discovery; the facts presented above have been 

available for years, and many individuals 
and organizations have worked hard 
throughout their careers to improve rural 
education. However, rural education has 
remained a back-burner issue for top national 
policymakers and philanthropies. 

For those who know rural education issues, the initial research by the task force will break 
some new ground and go over some old. There is extensive academic literature about 
rural schooling, covering everything from district leadership and financing to methods of 
instruction.36 Much of it has real relevance to the problems defined here, but it usually stays 
inside the rural research community. Our work builds on and translates that body of work, 
without forcing readers to take a crash course in the literature. It breaks new ground in 
several ways. 

Rural education has remained a 
back-burner issue for top national 
policymakers and philanthropies. 
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In the research to come, task force members:  

•	 put the problems of rural education in a broad context, considering how it 
interacts with trends in economic development, links between education 
and personal income, and community changes being driven by the 
aging, urban-to-rural migration, and the settling-out of formerly itinerant 
agricultural workers; 

•	 explore new ways that rural schools can recruit and keep talented 
educators, make imaginative uses of the money they receive from state and 
local sources, and exploit technology to increase student engagement and 
school performance; and

•	 examine the regulatory and political constraints that can prevent 
imaginative problem solving in rural education, and suggest how  
they can be overcome or removed. 

In the forthcoming research, task force members move from the general—the economic, 
political, and policy context for rural education—to the specific problems faced by rural 
schools and how they might be solved. 
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