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 Commission Learns of Challenges Facing Rural Schools
Parts of NCLB are difficult to implement in rural areas
Washington, DC- The Commission on No Child Left Behind held its second roundtable yesterday on the impact of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) on schools in rural communities.  Participants invited by the Commission to speak gave their personal and professional opinions on the challenges rural schools are facing while implementing this law.  Yesterday’s discussion centered on how rural schools can recruit and retain highly qualified teachers, how best to assess students and ensure accountability for student achievement, and how supplemental services and public school choice are being provided in rural areas.
The roundtable was chaired by Commissioner Andrea Messina who opened the meeting with discussing the need to gather information from all groups that have a stake in public education. “We want to know about the struggles as well as the successes of implementing the law in rural schools,” said Messina.  “Events such as these allow us to gain the necessary input to improve the law.”
The Commission heard from a diverse group of individuals representing teachers, state and local administrators and organizations who work directly with rural school districts on educational issues.  The comments of the participants touched upon all aspects of NCLB, including its accountability and teacher quality provisions.  “When NCLB came along, we took it in on good faith that this was a partnership [with the Federal Government],” said Polly Feis, Deputy Commissioner, Nebraska Department of Education. “But as time has gone on we have run into the issue of trying to recruit and maintain highly qualified teachers.”  

The panel also included Joseph Long, Superintendent from Otsego Local School District in Tontogany, Ohio, who discussed how it is common practice in rural schools for teachers to teach multiple subjects and the need for grater flexibility in using Title I money to help these schools ensure their teachers are highly qualified.  He also discussed the challenges that rural schools face in trying to ensure supplemental services are available to their students.
Kara Chrisman, a Math Teacher at Lamar High School in Lamar, Arkansas, expressed her concerns about the testing requirements within NCLB.  She discussed the pressure on teachers in her school to “teach to the test” and not being able to focus on teaching to each child’s individual strengths and weaknesses.  

Lorna Jimerson from the Rural School and Community Trust in Burlington, Vermont, gave an overview of the issues that affect many rural school districts throughout the United States and offered several recommendations on how the federal government should alter NCLB to help them.  She urged a broader definition of what constitutes a rural school district and the need for the federal government to create incentives for teachers to go to rural communities.

Carol Panzer, an Educational Consultant from the Southwest Plains Regional Service Center in Sublette, Kansas, talked about the major role that schools play in rural communities and the resource gap that they face compared to urban areas.  She discussed how the school district is often the largest employer in the area and that it serves as a cultural center for community activity.  
The Commission will continue its summer roundtable series on Thursday, July 20th with a discussion on the impact of NCLB on early childhood education. This roundtable will focus on how NCLB is currently supporting and impacting early childhood education and how the law can improve and expand services to young children.
The Commission on No Child Left Behind is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation, the Joyce Foundation, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Carnegie Corporation of New York, and the Spencer Foundation. This document is published to communicate the results of the Commission’s work. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in the Commission’s documents are entirely those of the author(s) and should not be attributed in any manner to the donors.
***

