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ABOUT THE REPORT
The National Rural Education Association is
proud to launch the 2025 Why Rural Matters
report, a project with a more than 20-year
history of shaping the conversation about
rural education. First conceptualized by the
Rural Schools and Community Trust, the
report has evolved into a vital resource for
policymakers, educators, and communities.
Today, NREA carries this important work
forward, ensuring that the voices, needs,
and strengths of rural schools and students
remain at the forefront of education policy
and practice nationwide. We are also grateful
to the Rural Schools Collaborative, whose
continued support strengthens NREA's work
on behalf of rural schools, educators, and
students across the country.
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COLLABORATIVE

ABOUT THE NATIONAL RURAL
EDUCATION ASSOCIATION (NREA)
is the voice of all rural schools and
rural communities across the United
States. NREA was originally founded
as the Department of Rural Education
in 1907. It is the oldest established
national organization of its kind
in the United States. Through the
years, it has evolved as a strong
and respected organization of rural
school administrators, teachers, board
members, regional service agency
personnel, researchers, business and
industry representatives, and others
interested in maintaining the vitality of
rural school systems across the country.
Learn more at nrea.net.
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Executive Summary

Why Rural Matters 2025, the 11th in the
series, is being released during a period of
significant change across the country and the
world. Many of these shifts influence rural
education in the United States. The 2025
report highlights key trends and conditions
as a foundation for discussion and action on
issues affecting nearly 10 million students
across the United States.
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As Why Rural Matters 2025 is released, the

United States federal government and some state
governments are engaged in intentional global and
domestic disruption on a scale unimaginable to
many even a year ago. It is not the place of this
report or its authors to engage in partisan or other
forms of judgment about the ethics of this direction.
The goal of Why Rural Matters reports has always
been to present publicly available data regarding the
condition of rural education in the United States in
service to the broader goal of our civic responsibility
to engage in informed and civil discussion about

a common commitment to the education of all

our students.

The questions arising from the extent and speed

of changes at the federal level, including the mass
dismissal of United States Department of Education
staff and the pausing or significant reduction of
funding previously designated for research, reporting,
infrastructure, and other funding streams have
already had significant impacts felt well beyond
state and federal capitals, into our classrooms. Some
things previously not questioned, like local control
or food aid, now seem open to debate even as new
policies roll out at a pace that precludes debate. The
Why Rural Matters 2025 report uses data that were
downloaded mere weeks before the National Center
for Education Statistics dismissed nearly all its staff.
The future is also uncertain given that, at the time of
this writing, the Institute of Education Sciences has
been directed to stop reporting and housing new
data in its data repositories.

What has not changed in the two decades of Why
Rural Matters reporting is our shared belief that rural
schools and communities are important to the future
of the United States and that we have an ethical and
pragmatic collective duty to provide rural students
with a quality education without which a democratic
society is impossible.
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Why Rural Matters 2025 shows that roughly 7.8 million
public school students are enrolled in rural school
districts—more than one in every six students across
the United States.

Challenges experienced
by rural students and their
communities are persistent
and significant: 1 in 7 rural

students experiences poverty,
1in 15 is uninsured, 1 in

10 doesn’t graduate from
high school,and 1 in 13 has

changed residence in the

previous 12 months.

Rural communities continue to struggle with challenges
related to economic outcomes, unemployment, and
access to school-based mental health services. The
well-being of families, schools, and communities is
deeply interconnected, and supporting one means
supporting all. The choice of our 25 indicators and

five gauges is far from an exhaustive list of important
measures offering insight into rural students’ readiness
for learning or the school’s ability to provide services.
But each of these measures has been chosen to reveal
spaces for action on the part of policymakers, families,
caregivers, and concerned citizens.

Although 7.8 million students attend a rural district,
many children attend rural schools in districts that

are not designated rural by the United States Census
Bureau. A more representative measure is the 9.7
million students who attend rural schools in the United
States, which is more than one in five students in the
United States. This means that more students in the
United States attend rural schools than attend the 100
largest U.S. school districts combined.

Why Rural Matters 2025—3
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When not otherwise specified, “rural student” in this
report refers to a student attending a school located in
a rural district.

Data used in Why Rural Matters 2025 come from public
sources: the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), the United States Department of Education,
the U.S. Health Resources & Services Administration,
and the U.S. Census Bureau. For this report, rural

is defined using the three rural locale codes as
determined by the U.S. Census Bureau. (See the main
report for more details and the topical report on
changes to this definition in particular.) There remains
no single best definition of rural, but the NCES codes
are widely used in public data reporting and funding
criteria and therefore represent the most practical
means of operationalizing “rural.”

New to this report is the inclusion of Bureau of Indian
Education (BIE) schools. Alex Red Corn’s topical essay
included in Why Rural Matters 2025 gives an important
analysis of why this group of schools is an important
part of rural education in the United States, even
though BIE schools educate students from multiple

tribes and nations with distinct histories and cultures.
The report attempts to distinguish between “states”
proper and BIE schools specifically in analyses.

Rural schools and students often seem invisible
because many policymakers lack personal experience
in rural communities and/or have not yet developed a
full understanding of the spatial inequities experienced
by rural communities in the United States. The majority
of rural students attend a school district in a state
where they make up less than 25% of total public-
school enrollment. About one in five rural students lives
in a state in which rural students constitute less than
15% of overall enrollment.

Roughly half of all rural students in the United States
attend school in just 11 states, including some of the
most populous, metropolitan states. Texas has the
largest number of rural students, followed by North
Carolina, Georgia, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York,
Alabama, Indiana, Virginia, and Tennessee. Texas itself
has more rural students than the 16 states with the
fewest rural students combined and more than its four

bordering states combined.
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Many rural school districts across the United States are
small: median enrollment for U.S. rural districts is 526
students, and at least half of rural districts in 22 states
enroll fewer than 526 students. In Montana and BIE
schools, at least 90% of rural districts are designated
as small. West Virginia, where most public schools are
rural, has no small rural school districts because all 55
districts are countywide systems. Florida, Maryland,
and Delaware also have no small rural school districts.
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Nine out of 10 BIE schools are rural. In Montana,
Vermont, and South Dakota, at least 75% of schools are
rural. In 11 states, at least half of public schools are rural:
Maine, North Dakota, Alaska, Mississippi, Oklahoma,
West Virginia, New Hampshire, Nebraska, lowa,
Wyoming, Arkansas, and Kansas. In 13 other states, at
least one-third of all schools are rural.

Why Rural Matters 2025—5



More Key Findings from this Edition of
Why Rural Matters
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CHANGES IN HOW RURAL IS DEFINED MEAN THAT STATES WILL HAVE TO
ADJUST POLICY AND RESOURCES

Of the 13,401 school districts in the United States, 337 districts (roughly 2.5%) previously classified as
rural were reclassified as another locale. Similarly, 943 districts (7%) previously not classified as rural

are now rural. These reclassifications led to the increase of over half a million students in rural districts.
The topical essay on the change to locale code definitions (page 57) analyzes changes in schools’
classifications, what we can say about the 1.6 million students newly classified as rural, and how this may
connect to shifts seen in the indicators and gauges. It further lists the states seeing the greatest impacts
of these changes.

DATA FROM BUREAU OF INDIAN EDUCATION SCHOOLS
DEMONSTRATE DIRE NEEDS AND CHALLENGES

BIE funds 183 schools on 64 reservations in 23 states from the Miccosukee Indian School in Miami, Florida
to the Quileute Tribal School in Seattle, WA. Of these 183 schools, 156 are rural. BIE schools are ranked as
the number 1 or 2 concern in 9 of the 13 indicators (69%) for which data exist. So, while BIE is not given an
overall priority ranking, because of data availability, the need for intervention is urgent. Around 90% of its
rural districts are small, with two-thirds of its rural students attending remote rural districts. Poverty and
educational outcomes are critical, with just under two-thirds of BIE students graduating from high school.
Just under 15% of BIE students are unhoused compared to the United States rural average of an already
concerning 2.7%. Guest author, Alex Red Corn, provides more in-depth analysis in his topical essay.
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THE RURAL POPULATION ACROSS THE UNITED STATES IS
RACIALLY, ETHNICALLY, AND LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE

With a U.S. rural diversity index of 34.3%, there is a better than one-in-three chance that two
students randomly chosen from the same rural school have different identified races or ethnicities.
Further, one in 20 rural students across the U.S. is a multilingual learner. These figures directly
confront the prevailing stereotype of the rural United States as white and English-speaking.
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STUDENTS IN RURAL AREAS HAVE FEWER HEALTH CARE SUPPORTS
THAN THEIR PEERS ACROSS THE UNITED STATES

Access to health care is strongly linked to improved educational outcomes, yet Why Rural Matters 2025
highlights persistent challenges in accessing services for rural students. School counselors and school
psychologists are an important support for students in any locale, yet the ratio of psychologists/school
counselors in rural schools is 297:1 as compared to 277:1 in non-rural districts. Additionally, a greater
share of rural students is uninsured (6.4%) compared to the U.S. average (5.7%), and the most recent
data (2021) show a ratio of 322 rural students per primary care clinician.

LOWER MOBILITY AND HOUSING INSECURITY REFLECT RURAL
COMMUNITY RESILIENCE

A defining characteristic of many rural communities is their strong commitment to supporting
children and families, even when resources are limited. This is evidenced in two related indicators

in Why Rural Matters 2025. First, rural areas show greater residential stability, with 7.8% of rural
households moving in the past year compared to 9.7% across the United States. Second, the
percentage of unhoused students in rural areas is slightly lower (2.7%) than the U.S. average (3.0%).
These patterns suggest that rural communities often rely on strong local networks and wraparound
supports to assist families and children experiencing adverse situations. While these lower numbers
reflect the strength and resilience of rural communities, they remain a significant concern at any
level, as both housing instability and high mobility are strongly correlated with negative outcomes in
student health, academic achievement, and long-term well-being.

2\
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NAEP SCORES HIGHLIGHT RURAL SUCCESSES AMIDST
CONTINUING CHALLENGES

Did the COVID-19 pandemic impact educational outcomes? The 2024 NAEP scores used in

Why Rural Matters 2025 provide data on reading and math learning. In Grade 4, rural students
performed 3.4 points lower on reading than they did in 2019 even though there was a 0.3

point increase in math. However, non-rural Grade 4 students fared even worse, with an average
decrease of 5.2 points in reading and a decrease of 2.7 points in math. At the Grade 8 level, it is
worth noting that rural students outscored their non-rural peers in both reading (0.8 points) and
math (1.5 points).

Why Rural Matters 2025—7



Key Changes in this Edition of

Why Rural Matters

In Why Rural Matters 2025, we maintain many of our
yearly updates from the most recent edition of Why
Rural Matters (such as the diversity index, adjusting
teacher salaries to reflect local wages, and our two-fold
method to measure poverty). However, this version
also includes some changes in indicators. We added
percent rural students in a remote rural district to the
Rural Education Footprint gauge (formerly the Rural
Education Importance gauge). In the Student and
Family Characteristics gauge (formerly the Student
and Family Diversity gauge), we continue the report’s
long history of reporting on the percentage of rural
multilingual learners. We replaced the previous special
education proportional enrollment indicator with the
percentage of instructional salary spent on special
education teachers. The Educational Outcomes

gauge has been significantly revised to include a new
indicator tracking changes in Grade 4 reading and math

performance before and after the pandemic, as well
as separate rural Grade 8 NAEP scores for math and
reading. Lastly, the Access to Supports for Well-Being
gauge updates measures of rural school counselor
and school psychologist availability, health insurance
coverage, and public preschool enroliment, while
introducing two new indicators: the percentage of
rural children who are unhoused and the ratio of rural
students to primary care clinicians.

Why Rural Matters 2025 also includes standalone
pieces investigating the changes due to the revised
definition of rural, the status of Indigenous rural
education, the impact of charter schools on rural
students and communities, and changes in teacher
preparation policies that have the potential to impact
teacher quality in rural schools.
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Top 10 Highest-Priority States

in Rural Education

m Oklahoma'’s rural districts are ranked

as our highest overall priority in the

United States—up from 8 in Why Rural
Matters 2023. Since we began ranking states in 2005,
Oklahoma has ranked between 4 and 9. AlImost 60%
of all public schools serve rural communities, and its
students are among the most racially diverse in the
United States. Students have high rates of household
mobility, with nearly 1in 10 students changing primary
residence in the past 12 months. Only three states rank
below Oklahoma’s $6,262 instructional expenditure
per rural pupil, and adjusted teacher salaries are
more than $13,000 below the U.S. average. Academic
performance is lower than average on all indicators,
with substantial decreases in rural NAEP Grade 4
Reading and Math scores and Grade 8 Reading and
Math rural scores in or near the lowest-performing
quartile among states. Access to supports for well-
being is a critical concern, with among the highest
state rates of uninsured rural children (6th highest),
and unhoused rural children (9th highest). Overloaded
ratios of students per psychologist/guidance counselor
and students per primary care clinician suggest that
access to key supports is critical.

Only once has Arizona not been in the

top 10 of our overall rankings (it ranked

1 in Why Rural Matters 2018-19). Twenty-
two percent of Arizona’s schools are rural, and 70.6%
of those schools are classified as small rural schools.

Arizona’s students are racially and linguistically diverse.

Rural communities exhibit high levels of poverty,
ranking 11 overall. Moreover, one in five students
experiences poverty. Only four states had higher rates
of mobility. Per pupil instructional expenditures are
lower than all but six states even though adjusted
instructional salaries are slightly above the U.S. rural

average. While changes in rural Grade 4 NAEP scores
are around the middle of all states, rural Grade 8 NAEP
Reading and Math Scores rank 12 and 11 respectively.

At the same time, 15% of rural high school students
don’t graduate (rank 11). Access to supports for well-
being is critical, with extremely high rates of children
without health insurance (12.2%, rank 2), and high ratios
of students per psychologist/school counselor (3741,
rank 10). Only six states spend proportionally more on
transportation relative to instructional costs.

The 2025 report marks only the second

time that Mississippi was not ranked

as the highest-priority state for rural
education (in the 2009 report it ranked 3rd). This kind
of consistency, even while indicators and gauges are
changed from report to report, suggests that the issues
for Mississippi’s rural schools and communities are both
persistent and pervasive. Nearly one quarter million
students in Mississippi attend rural school districts,
representing about 40% of the state’s students and
60% of the state’s schools overall. Almost one quarter
of the state’s rural students experience poverty and
only six states and BIE schools had greater levels of
rural community poverty. Equity is a serious issue, with
the per pupil instructional spending at $2,200 less than
the U.S. rural average and adjusted teacher salaries
$13,000 below the U.S. rural average. Educational
outcomes were mostly in the middle of other states,
with the exception of rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading
scores (only nine states and BIE schools had lower
averages). Greater access to supports for well-being
is needed for Mississippi’s rural children, with only one
psychologist or school counselor for every 395 children
(rank 7) and just one in three rural children enrolling in
public preschool (rank 10). Mississippi’s rural education
remains an urgent and persistent concern.

Why Rural Matters 2025—9
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As a percentage of the state overall,

Florida has among the lowest percent

rural schools (rank 49) and percent rural
students (rank 48). Nevertheless, Florida’s 124,389
rural students rank among the very highest priority
in this report. Only four states had more racial and
ethnic diversity among rural students and Florida was
in the top third of states for percentage of multilingual
learners. One in nine rural students in Florida has
changed primary residences in the past 12 months
(rank 3) and community poverty levels are topped only
by BIE and New Mexico. Compounding this problem,
nearly 1in 10 rural students lacks health insurance (rank
4) at the same time 4% of Florida’s rural students are
unhoused. Additionally, just three states have higher
ratios of students per psychologist/school counselor,
with 432 students for every psychologist. At $2,200
less than the U.S. rural average, Florida spends less on
per pupil instruction than all states except Idaho and
Mississippi. While rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading and
Math scores fared better than most states compared
to 2019 scores, Grade 8 Reading scores were the 9th
lowest and Grade 8 Math scores were the 14th lowest.
Only eight states and BIE schools graduate students
from high school at lower percentage rates.

In the previous two decades of Why Rural
Matters rankings, I[daho has never risen

above 13 in concern, most recently ranking
23rd in the 2023 report. Idaho educates fewer rural
students than all but 12 states and BIE, though almost
half of rural students attend school in a remote rural
district. That remoteness may explain ranking 5th for
poverty levels in rural school communities and 42nd for
the percent of students experiencing poverty-dwellings
closest to schools are not where the students live. No
state spends less per pupil on instruction: $2,400 less
than the U.S. rural

average. Adjusted teacher salaries are just outside of
the lowest 10, at almost $10,000 less than the U.S. rural
average. Graduation rates are lower than all but four
states and BIE schools. Only Nevada ranked higher in
concern for Access to Supports for Well-Being, with
Idaho having high caseloads for psychologists, school
counselors, and primary care clinicians. Percent rural
enrollment in public preschool is lower than all but two
states, and 1in 11 rural students lacks health insurance.

New Mexico ranks 6th on the Why Rural

Matters 2025 priority list, marking its first

return to the top 10 since it ranked 5th in
20009. In the years since, the state consistently fell just
outside the highest-priority tier, ranking 14th in 2011,
2013, 2015, and 2023. Several critical factors contribute
to New Mexico’s elevated priority in 2025. Nearly half
(48.5%) of the state’s rural students attend schools in
remote rural districts, making access to resources and
services especially challenging. The state’s students
also experience some of the highest child poverty rates
in the country, and its rural high school graduation rate
remains troublingly low, with one in five students not
completing high school. Additionally, New Mexico has
the highest percentage of rural multilingual learners
in the United States, with over 30% of rural students
classified as MLs. These overlapping challenges
underscore the urgency of targeted support for rural
education in New Mexico.

Missouri makes its second appearance

in the top 10 of the Why Rural Matters

2025 priority list, ranking 7th overall. A
convergence of urgent rural education challenges
contributes to this ranking. Nearly one quarter (23.3%)
of the state’s students attend school in a rural district,
underscoring the broad impact of these issues. Missouri
provides just 71 cents in state revenue for every local

10—Executive Summary



dollar invested in education, among the lowest in the
United States, leaving rural districts heavily dependent
on local funding. Rural teacher salaries are also among
the lowest in the country. Student well-being indicators
paint an even more serious picture—Missouri has the
worst ratio in the United States of students to primary
care clinicians, and one in every 25 rural students is
unhoused. These conditions highlight the pressing need
for state and federal attention to support Missouri’s
rural students and communities.

South Carolina continues its long-standing

presence on the Why Rural Matters
priority list, remaining in the top 8 for
two decades, indicating persistent and urgent rural
education needs. With a high level of diversity among
rural students, the state ranks 5th on the Student and
Family Characteristics gauge. Rural South Carolina
schools face significant funding and performance
challenges. Adjusted for cost of living, South Carolina’s
rural teacher salaries fall $11,000 below the U.S.
average. Student outcomes also raise concern, with
particularly low performance on 8th Grade NAEP
reading and math assessments and a high school non-
graduation rate of 15%. These longstanding challenges
underscore the need for sustained attention and
investment in South Carolina’s rural education systems.

South Dakota ranks 9th on the Why Rural

Matters 2025 priority list, returning to a

position in the top 10 that it last held in
the 2018-2019 and 2015-2016 editions. The last time
the state scored above the top 20 highest priority
states was in 2009. This year’s placement reflects
persistent and pressing challenges in the state’s rural
education landscape. More than 75% of South Dakota’s
schools are rural, and over 77% of its school districts
are classified as small. The state provides just 58 cents
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in funding for every local dollar raised, placing an
outsized burden on rural communities to fund their
schools. Educational and health outcomes are also
areas of concern—17% of rural students do not graduate
from high school, and 9% of children are uninsured,
placing the state among the highest in the country on
that indicator. These data point to ongoing needs for
greater support and investment in South Dakota’s rural
schools and communities.

Montana appears in the top 10 highest-

priority states for rural education in Why

Rural Matters 2025 for the first time in the
report’s history, marking a notable shift from previous
rankings. Its highest ranking was 17th in the 2009
report. The state’s rural landscape is distinct with more
than 93% of Montana’s school districts classified as
small, the highest percentage in the U.S., and nearly
60% of its rural districts are located in remote areas.
Nearly 10% of Montana’s rural students are multilingual
learners, the 7th largest in the United States. Montana’s
rural student population faces multiple challenges,
including one of the highest rates of unhoused students
(over 6%), and the country’s lowest enrollment of
children in public preschool (just 20.1%). Additionally,
nearly 15% of rural students in Montana do not graduate
from high school. These data reflect both the unigque
context of rural education in Montana and the urgent
need for targeted support.

Why Rural Matters 2025—11



Additional State Highlights

e Our “Leading” category and the top 10 priority
states have been relatively stable across reports
despite changes in more than half of the indicators
over the two decades of publication. Why Rural
Matters 2025’s top 10 states of concern include
two states new to the top 10: Idaho (rank 5) and
Montana (rank 10). Both Idaho and Florida (rank 4)
are new to the top 5. Only Oklahoma (rank 1) and
Mississippi (rank 3) have been in the top 10 across
every Why Rural Matters report.

*  While no state ranks among the highest-priority
states on all five of our gauges, Arizona and
Oklahoma are among the highest-priority states on
four of the five gauges. Five states—California,
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Florida, Missouri, Mississippi, New Mexico—are
ranked among the highest priority on three gauges.

Importantly, 36 states and BIE schools are among
the highest priority on at least one gauge, showing
that nearly every state has rural education issues
that need to be addressed.

California, Idaho, and Montana saw their priority
rankings rise substantially for this report, showing
new urgency for attention to rural education issues.
Alabama saw the biggest drop in priority rankings,
moving from 2 to 29. Louisiana dropped 19
positions to 25, but still ranks in the second-highest
overall priority category, highlighting the ongoing
need for increased support of its rural students.

12—Executive Summary
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The Five Gauges

. Rural Education
Footprint Gauge

. Student and Family
Characteristics Gauge

. Educational Policy

Context Gauge

. Educational
Outcomes Gauge

. Access to Supports for
Well-Being Gauge
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Highlights from the Five Gauges
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The 10 highest-priority states and BIE schools on this
gauge that examines the prevalence of rural schools
and districts in a state and related measures are
Montana, Bureau of Indian Education, South Dakota,
Oklahoma, North Dakota, Maine, Nebraska, Vermont,
Alaska, Kansas. Three of these states were not in the
top 10 in the last report, although the two states that
moved into the top 10 for the first time each only
moved five or fewer spots (i.e., Nebraska from 11th to
7th and Kansas from 15th to 10th). The biggest increase
in priority was Alaska (from 20th to 9th). Over half of
all rural students (about 4.4 million) are in states in the
most pressing quartile for rural student numbers, but
many of these states rank lower on the overall gauge. In
fact, eight of the 12 states with the largest rural student
populations (Georgia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania, New
York, Indiana, Virginia, Tennessee, and Michigan) rank
below the median in overall Rural Education Footprint
due to low rankings on other indicators, including the
percent of rural schools.

STUDENT AND FAMILY

CHARACTERISTICS GAUGE
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The Student and Family Characteristics gauge
compares key sociodemographic characteristics
across states. The highest-priority states on this gauge
are New Mexico, Florida, Arizona, Oklahoma, South
Carolina, North Carolina, Texas, Arkansas, Alaska,

and California. This list of highest-priority states looks
similar to the last report, except that three states
moved into the top 10 highest priority list (Texas,
Alaska, and California) while three states moved out
of the highest priority list (Delaware, Kentucky, and
Louisiana). The most notable departures from the
highest priority list include Delaware (moving 19 spots
from 4th to 23rd) and Kentucky (moving 14 spots from
7th to 21st).

Rural school districts in the U.S. are increasingly racially
and ethnically diverse, with a rural diversity index of
34.3%, meaning there’s a one-in-three chance that two
randomly selected students from the same rural school
identify as different races or ethnicities—up slightly
from 33.4% in the previous Why Rural Matters report.
State-level racial and ethnic diversity varies widely,
from 12.8% in West Virginia to 62.7% in Delaware.
Other states with diversity indexes above 50% include
Oklahoma, North Carolina, Nevada, and Florida.

Higher levels of poverty within a state’s school

14—Executive Summary



communities correspond to a higher ranking on the
poverty level in rural school communities indicator,
one of the five indicators in the Student and Family
Characteristics gauge. Across the United States, 1in 10
rural school communities has an average income at or
below 185% of the poverty line, with BIE schools and
New Mexico being of most concern.

States with the highest levels of rural children
experiencing poverty include New Mexico (30.2%),
Mississippi (23.0%), South Carolina (21.9%), Louisiana
(21.0%), Kentucky (20.5%), Arizona (20.2%), Arkansas
(19.0%), Georgia (18.0%), Tennessee (17.8%), Oklahoma
(17.7%), Alabama (17.4%), and West Virginia and North
Carolina (both 17.0%). Conversely, the six lowest-
ranking states are Connecticut (3.4%), Massachusetts
(4.5%), Rhode Island (5.1%), Maryland (5.8%), New
Jersey (6.1%), and New Hampshire (6.7%).

The number of multilingual learners (MLs) in rural
districts shows a 42% increase over the past decade.
Texas has the highest number at just under 90,000
while New Mexico had the highest percent with over
30% of rural students identified as MLs. Five other
states (California, Alaska, Washington, Texas, and
Delaware) also report high rates above 10%.
Residential moves can create stressful and disruptive
transitions for students, often affecting students’
physical and mental health. Of the 10 states with the
highest rates of rural student mobility, five also rank
among the most urgent on the Access to Supports for
Well-Being gauge (Florida, Texas, Arizona, Oklahoma,
and New Mexico). Six states had mobility rates over
10%, with Hawaii having the highest rate at 15.3%. Only
Massachusetts had a mobility rate lower than 5%.
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The Educational Policy Context gauge in Why Rural
Matters 2025 reflects how federal and state policies
are shaping educational opportunities in rural
communities. Together, this gauge’s indicators paint

a complex picture of how policy decisions shape the
realities of rural education, from classroom funding
and transportation costs, to teacher pay and special
education services. The ten states identified as highest
priority on this gauge are lllinois, Missouri, Florida,
West Virginia, Mississippi, Virginia, Indiana, Wisconsin,
Arizona, and Pennsylvania.

The rural instructional expenditures per pupil indicator
enables state-to-state comparisons on the amount of
funding allocated directly to teaching and learning

in rural schools. The average rural instructional
expenditure across the U.S. is $8,417 per student,
which is about $600 less than the average in non-rural
districts. Ten states spend less than $7,000 per rural
pupil, including ldaho, Mississippi, Florida, Oklahoma,
Indiana, Tennessee, Arizona, Missouri, Alabama, and
Arkansas (listed from lowest to highest). In contrast,
the states with the highest per-pupil instructional
spending in rural areas are New York, New Jersey,
New Hampshire, Connecticut, Alaska, Maryland,
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Wyoming.
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Transportation remains a major cost in rural

education and can divert resources from educational
programming. On average, rural districts spend $11.54
on instruction for every dollar spent on transportation.
However, there is considerable variation. Alaska and
Vermont have the highest ratios, spending $24.89

and $22.03, respectively, on instruction for every
transportation dollar. In contrast, 29 states spend less
than half that ratio. These include West Virginia ($6.78),
Indiana ($8.40), Louisiana ($8.68), New York ($8.92),
Virginia ($9.07), lllinois ($9.20), Arizona ($9.25),
Pennsylvania ($9.25), Rhode Island ($9.37), Kentucky
($9.63), Alabama ($9.77), Delaware ($9.79), Maine
($9.85), and Nevada ($9.85).

The report also examines the percentage of
instructional salaries allocated to special education
teachers. Data for this indicator were unavailable

for five states (Hawaii, Alaska, Utah, Delaware, and
Illinois) and for Bureau of Indian Education schools.

It is important to interpret this indicator carefully:

a high percentage of instructional salary spent on
special education may reflect appropriate investment
aligned with student need, while a low percentage
could signal underinvestment in services for students
with disabilities. However, there are also data quality
issues such as in states where a large percentage of
rural districts did not report data on special education
instructional salaries. For example, nearly 70% of the
rural districts in Kansas did not report their spending
on the instructional salaries of special education
teachers, and Vermont, Oregon, North Dakota,
Montana, and California all had at least 20% of their
rural districts with no data on this indicator.

Another significant policy measure is the ratio of

state to local funding for rural schools. This indicator
highlights the balance—or imbalance—of financial
responsibility between state governments and local
communities. States with lower ratios rely more heavily
on local tax revenue, which can exacerbate funding

inequities. Nebraska reports the lowest ratio for the
second consecutive edition of the report, providing
just $0.30 in state funds for every $1 raised locally.
Rhode Island ($0.33), Connecticut ($0.44), and New
Hampshire ($0.44) also fall on the low end. On the
other end of the spectrum, Vermont and Nevada
provide nearly $19 in state funds for every local dollar.
Nevada is an interesting case as its ratio was only $0.98
in the 2023 report. Beginning in the 2021-22 school
year, Nevada began implementing the Pupil-Centered
Funding Plan where state and local revenues are
combined at the state level before being distributed to
districts'.

Adjusted salary expenditures per instructional full-
time equivalent (FTE) continues to offer insight into
rural teacher compensation, which is strongly linked

to recruitment and retention. In Why Rural Matters
2025, adjusted rural salary expenditures range from
$54,242 in Arkansas to $116,959 in New York, with a
U.S. average of $83,256. The states with the lowest
adjusted salaries are Arkansas, Missouri, Oklahoma,
Mississippi, lllinois, Indiana, North Dakota, Colorado,
South Dakota, South Carolina, Idaho, West Virginia,

and Kansas (listed from lowest to highest). The highest
adjusted rural salaries are reported in New York, Alaska,
California, Connecticut, Washington, Wyoming, Ohio,
Massachusetts, Maryland, and Rhode Island (listed from
highest to lowest).
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EDUCATIONAL
OUTCOMES GAUGE

The Educational Outcomes gauge has long been

a central component of the Why Rural Matters
reports. In the 2025 edition, this gauge includes
indicators of academic performance in reading and
math, as measured by the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), along with rural high
school graduation rates. The ten entities with the
most concerning results on this gauge are the Bureau
of Indian Education (BIE), New Mexico, Nevada,
Washington, Oregon, Delaware, California, Oklahoma,
New York, and Maine. In contrast, the states with the
least concerning results for educational outcomes
include Louisiana, Ohio, New Hampshire, Wisconsin,
Massachusetts, lllinois, Connecticut, Maryland, Rhode
Island, and New Jersey.

This report reveals a troubling pattern: states with
high concern in Educational Outcomes often appear
among those with the most serious concerns in
Access to Supports for Well-Being. Similarly, states
with fewer challenges in academic outcomes tend to
be those where access to physical and mental health
supports is more robust. These findings reinforce the
close connection between student well-being and
academic success.
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Grade 4 reading and math performance show
significant declines following the emergence of
COVID-19. In reading, eight states experienced declines
of more than 10 percentage points: Pennsylvania,
Washington, Delaware, New York, Nebraska, Colorado,
Oklahoma, and Maine. In Grade 4 math, nearly all the
states with the largest reading declines also show
significant losses, with Minnesota, Kansas, Connecticut,
and North Carolina joining the list.

Challenges persist in Grade 8 as well. The states and
school systems with the lowest average scores in Grade
8 reading include the Bureau of Indian Education (BIE),
New Mexico, New York, West Virginia, South Carolina,
Alabama, Nevada, Texas, Florida, and Delaware. For
Grade 8 math, BIE, New Mexico, West Virginia, South
Carolina, and Texas remain at the top of the priority list,
along with Hawaii, California, Alabama, Washington,
and Oklahoma.

While rural students continue to graduate from high
school at higher rates than their non-rural peers
(89.4% compared to 87.6%), disparities remain. Some
states and school systems report troublingly low rural
graduation rates, including Nevada (76.8%), Alaska
(71.2%), and BIE schools (63.9%). Conversely, the
highest rural graduation rates are found in Connecticut
(94.5%), Texas (93.8%), and Massachusetts (93.6%).
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First introduced in the 2023 Why Rural Matters
report, the Access to Supports for Well-Being
gauge reports on indicators related to students’
mental and physical health and overall well-being.
This gauge highlights ongoing disparities in rural
students’ access to mental and physical health
services, revealing significant concerns in areas

such as counselor availability, housing stability,
health insurance coverage, preschool access,

and primary care. In the 2025 Why Rural Matters
report, the states identified as highest priority on
this gauge include Nevada, Idaho, Florida, Texas,
Indiana, Missouri, California, Arizona, Oklahoma,
and Utah. Due to incomplete data, the Bureau of
Indian Education (BIE) and the state of Hawaii were
not assigned rankings. The states identified as least
concerning include Rhode Island, Connecticut, and
Massachusetts. However, it is important to emphasize
that all states and school systems have areas of both
strength and challenge when it comes to supporting
student well-being.

The first indicator in this gauge measures the
ratio of school psychologists and counselors to
rural students. On average, rural schools report

a higher ratio than non-rural schools (297:1 versus
273:1). Several states show significantly higher
student-to-provider ratios, including Michigan (548:1),
Nevada (468:1), Louisiana (452:1), Florida (432:1), and
Minnesota (427:1). In contrast, other states demonstrate
better access, such as Maine (133:1), New Hampshire
(137:1), Connecticut (159:1), Vermont (169:1), New York
(177:1), Rhode Island (191:1), and New Jersey (194:1).

New to the 2025 Why Rural Matters report is an
indicator measuring the percentage of rural students
who are unhoused. The status of "unhoused" refers

to students who have no predictable, stable, and
adequate place to stay at night and is regulated by

the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. The
Bureau of Indian Education shows the most severe
concern, with 14.7% of students identified as unhoused.
High rates are also reported in West Virginia (7.3%),
Nevada (7.0%), Montana (6.1%), Washington (5.4%), and
California (5.3%).

The percentage of rural children who lack health
insurance remains a critical concern. Across the United
States, 6.4% of rural children are uninsured, compared
to 5.7% overall. States with the highest percentages

of uninsured children include Texas (13.8%), Arizona
(12.2%), Nevada (10.2%), Utah (9.8%), Florida (9.8%),
Oklahoma (9.7%), Pennsylvania (9.7%), Indiana (9.4%),
Idaho (9.2%), Alaska (8.7%), South Dakota (8.6%), and
Delaware (8.3%).

Enrollment in public preschool plays a significant

role in supporting long-term academic outcomes

and identification of needs for early intervention.
Public preschool enrollment varies widely across the
United States. Some states report relatively high rural
enrollment (e.g. Rhode Island at 92%, Nebraska at 61%,
and Connecticut at 57.8%), while others serve far fewer
rural children, including Montana at 20.1%, Nevada at
23.9%, and Idaho at 26.1%.
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and Louisiana (401:1). States with the lowest ratios
and therefore better access include Maine (136:1), New
Hampshire (138:1), and Vermont (163:1).

Why Rural Matters 2025 also includes a new indicator
approximating the number of rural students per
primary care cliniciani. On this new indicator, states
with the highest ratios (indicating the least access)
include Missouri (457:1), Texas (435:1), Georgia (416:1),
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Introduction

Why Rural Matters 2025 is the 11th in a
series of reports analyzing the contexts and
conditions of rural education in each of the
50 states and calling attention to the need
for policymakers to address rural education
issues in their respective states.
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While it is the 11th in a series, this report is not simply
an updating of data from earlier editions. For the first
time, it includes rural districts from the Bureau of
Indian Education and is also the first to incorporate the
new definition of rural from changes made after the
2020 Census. Because financial data lags the rest of
the data releases by a couple of years, this is also the
first edition where the post-COVID financial impacts
can be seen. Where does rural education currently
stand, and where should we focus efforts on improving
it? What specific populations in rural areas should
policymakers and educators pay closer attention to?
Considering questions such as these, Why Rural Matters
2025 includes new indicators related to well-being,
and several topical essays on timely issues including
Indigenous education, the new rural definition, rural
teacher qualifications, and the impacts of charter
schools on rural education. The analyses and data
presented here can inform policy discussions on these
and other important issues as they manifest in rural
settings. The report also includes examples from states
that have shown notable positive changes over time in
terms of policy measures linked to desirable outcomes
for rural students—i.e,, states that demonstrate a
marked improvement in specific elements of their
policy contexts.

As in previous reports, we have updated the statistical
indicators and gauges to call attention to the variability
and complexity of rural education. The intent is not

to compare states in terms of their differing rates

of progress toward an arbitrary goal. Rather, the
intent is (1) to provide information and analyses that
prioritize policy needs of rural public schools and

the communities they serve, and (2) to describe the
complexity of rural contexts to give policymakers a
more complete picture of challenges experienced

by their constituencies so that they might formulate
policies that are responsive to those challenges.

In 2023-24, the school year corresponding to much of
the data used in this report, 7,805,953 public school
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students were enrolled in rural school districts, which
is the unit of analysis for most of the indicators used
in the report. That is almost 17% of the total public-
school enrollment in the United States. However, it’s
important to note that this number does not include
students who attend a rural school within a district
that is designated as non-rural. In the same school
year, a total of 9,654,161 studentsi (20.7%) attended a
rural school (i.e., a school designated as rural, whether
in a rural or non-rural district). Meeting the needs

of nearly 10 million children is a collective challenge
beyond “the rural” and a moral obligation deserving
attention. Rural issues are complex, multifaceted
issues requiring multiple perspectives to shape deep
and accurate understandings to work together with
rural schools and their communities to ensure all
students succeed.

The data used for Why Rural Matters 2025 were
compiled from information collected and maintained

by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
the United States Department of Education, the United
States Health Resources & Services Administration, and
the United States Census Bureau. All data used here are
available to the general public and may be downloaded
directly from the sources above for further inspection
and analysis.

For this report, rural is defined using the 12-item, urban-
centric NCES locale code system released in 2006.
Rural schools and districts used in this report are those
designated with locale codes 41 (rural fringe), 42 (rural
distant), or 43 (rural remote). Versions of Why Rural
Matters prior to the 2009 version used a combination
of school-level and district-level data. Improvements

in the urban-centric locale code system, specifically,
assigning the district-level locale code based upon the
locale where the plurality of students in the district
attend school, have made it possible to be consistent
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and use districts as the unit of analysis for the
indicators derived from NCES data. This is particularly
important because policy decisions impacting rural
education (e.g., REAP funding) are made using
district-level designations of rural status. Moreover,
state funding is allocated at the district level and

local policies to address many of the issues discussed
in this report tend to be crafted at the district level.
Finally, the United States has a long tradition of

local control, meaning that policy implementation
and resource allocation depends on legislators, local
education agencies, school districts, and communities
understanding these issues.

Why Rural Matters 2025 includes four topical essays
that investigate timely issues as they pertain to rural
areas: the new rural definition, Indigenous education in
rural areas, rural teacher qualifications, and the impact
of cyber charter schools on rural education.

The report only uses data submitted by regular public
education agencies defined as local school districts and
local school district components of supervisory unions.
We exclude independent charter school-only districts
and specialized state and federally directed education
agencies focused primarily on vocational, special, or
alternative education.

We take care to investigate and resolve data anomalies
that we observe, and we consult with experts from
varied fields to assist in understanding and working
with the data. For example, after noticing that
Delaware’s rural districts reported spending 54% of
their instructional salary funding on special education
salaries, we reached out to the Delaware Department
of Education and each of the individual rural districts.
The CFO from one rural district responded and
explained that the data may be capturing all teachers
who are dual certified for both special education and
regular education instruction. With this in mind, we

changed Delaware’s data point to “N/A.” Some of
our consultation with experts reveals actual changes
rather than errant data. When we noticed that the
state dollars-to-local dollars funding ratio in Nevada
had jumped from $0.98 to $18.59, we reached out to
the Nevada Department of Education. Julie Wootton-
Greener, Public Information Officer at the Nevada
Department of Public Instruction, responded that
Nevada had implemented a new funding formula called
the Pupil-Centered Funding Plan in SY 2021-2022
wherein state and local revenues are combined at the
state level and then dispersed to districts. In the big
scheme of things, these are minor points that pale in
comparison to the prospects of these comprehensive
public datasets no longer existing as a result of cuts
from early 2025. The work of the National Center for
Education Statistics and other similar organizations
has been vital to shaping a more equitable education
system for all students.

We also consult with disciplinary experts in instances
where nuances in the data require transformations

or other adjustments to more accurately represent

the underlying characteristics or contexts being
measured. Although we have received insight from too
many experts to mention, a few who have provided
substantial support are listed below.

Careful insight from Randall Longenecker, M.D.
supported the inclusion of a new indicator
approximating the number of rural students per
primary care clinician. Dr. Longenecker is the Assistant
Dean Emeritus for Rural and Underserved Programs
and Professor of Family Medicine at the Ohio University
College of Osteopathic Medicine, Executive Director of
the Rural Training Track Collaborative, Associate Project
Director of the Collaborative for Rural Primary Care
Research, Education and Practice, and Central Lead

for the Rural Residency Planning and Development
Technical Assistance Center. His lifetime of experience
in the field was invaluable in navigating a new dataset
to develop the indicator. For example, primary care
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clinicians are estimated by the total number of MD/DOs
and 0.6 times the number of physician assistants and
nurse practitioners per guidance from Dr. Longenecker.
The reduced percentage accounts for ones who are not
available for primary care, and the multiplier of 0.6 was
derived through consulting medical research literature
and an iterative look at the data.

Dr. Julie Sugarman, Associate Director for K-12
Education Research at MPI’s National Center on
Immigrant Integration Policy, has been incredibly
helpful in navigating data related to multilingual
learners. For example, she introduced us to a new
dataset on multilingual learners when the one we had

used for many reports was removed from the public
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access platform where it had previously been housed.
Perhaps our most valuable contributor across the
history of Why Rural Matters reports has been Dr.
Douglas Geverdt, who has played prominent roles both
at the United States Census Bureau and at the National
Center for Education Statistics. Not only has he been
available to answer an endless stream of questions
with his lifetime of expertise, but he was the primary
researcher responsible for developing the new locale
code system in 2006 that we still use today. Dr. Annie
Maselli has also played a key role in this report and in
rural educational research.
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Gauging Rural Education in the

50 States

Why Rural Matters 2025 uses five gauges to describe
the condition of rural education in each state: (1)
Rural Education Footprint (2) Student and Family
Characteristics (3) Educational Policy Context
impacting rural schools and communities across the
United States (4) Educational Outcomes of rural
students, and (5) Access to Supports for Well-Being
of students in rural schools in each state. Each gauge
includes five equally weighted indicators, for a total of
25 indicators. Instances where data were not available
are denoted with “N/A.

The higher the ranking on a gauge, the more important
or urgent rural education matters are for that state. The
gauges and their component indicators are:

* Percent rural schools

* Percent small rural school districts

* Percent rural students

* Number of rural students

» Percent rural students in a remote
rural district

Student and Family Characteristics Gauge
* Rural diversity index
e Poverty level in rural school communities

* Percent of rural school-aged children
experiencing poverty

* Percent rural multilingual learners

» Percent rural household mobility

* Rural instructional expenditures
per pupil

* Ratio of instructional to transportation
expenditures

* Percent instructional salaries for
special education

» State revenue to schools per local dollar

* Rural adjusted salary expenditures per
instructional FTE (Full Time Equivalent)

* Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading
score (2019 to 2024)

* Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math
score (2019 to 2024)

* Rural Grade 8 Reading score (2024)
* Rural Grade 8 Math score (2024)
¢ Rural high school graduation rate

* Rural students per school psychologist
or school counselor

e Percent rural children who are unhoused

» Percent of school-aged rural children
without health insurance coverage

» Percent rural enrollment in public
preschool

* Rural students per primary care clinician

Some, but not all, of the indicators used in this report
are the same as in previous versions. Because many
of the indicators have changed or have been replaced
completely, year-by-year comparisons of state rankings
are potentially misleading. While there are many
options for assembling indicators to describe the
context, conditions, and outcomes of rural schools
and communities, the author team chose from among
those with publicly available, U.S. data sets able to

be disaggregated by locale code. The report aims to
represent the complexity of rural education across
the United States generally and of its 50 individual
state systems of public education, as well as the
systems of the Bureau of Indian Education (BIE). We
recognize that perspectives offered by the indicators
used here represent only one of many good ways of
understanding rural education in the United States.
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To produce an average gauge ranking for each of the
five gauges, we added the state rankings on each
indicator and then divided by the number of indicators
for each state. The gauge rankings for each state

were then organized into quartiles that describe their
relative position with regard to other states on that
particular gauge. For the Rural Education Footprint
and Educational Policy Context gauges, the four

3

quartiles are labeled “Notable,” “Important,” “Very
Important,” and “Crucial.” For the Student and Family
Characteristics, Access to Supports for Well-Being, and
Educational Outcomes gauges, the four quartiles are
labeled “Fair,” “Serious,” “Critical,” and “Urgent.” To help
identify and quantify relationships between and among
indicators, we also conducted bivariate correlation

analyses for the indicators within each gauge.

Finally, the five average gauge rankings are combined
to determine an overall average ranking, which is the
Rural Education Priority ranking. Certain states have
retained a high rural education priority ranking from
year to year despite the use of different indicators and
gauges from one report to the next. For these states,
rural education is clearly both important and in urgent
need of attention no matter the gauges used.

One final caution from earlier reports is worth
repeating. Because Why Rural Matters reports
state-level data for most indicators, the analyses

may obscure substantial variation in rural contexts

and conditions within states. Thus, while an indicator
represents the average for a particular state, there
may be rural regions within the state that differ
considerably from the state average. This is especially
true for indicators like diversity and poverty statistics,
since these demographic characteristics tend to be
distributed unevenly across a state, often concentrated
variously in specific communities within the state. In
the case of such indicators, the statewide average may
not reflect the reality in any one specific place, with far
higher rates in some places and far lower rates

in others.

WHY

MATTERS

Consider rural West Virginia, for instance. With a
diversity index of 16.8%, it had a lower rate of racial

and ethnic diversity than any other state. However,
West Virginia’s rural district of Jefferson County had a
diversity index of 44.0%. Compare this to the state of
Oklahoma where - despite having the second highest
level of rural racial and ethnic diversity among states
(57.5%), the rural district of Optima Elementary had

an index of only 14.7%. In such cases the presentation
of state-averaged indicators should prompt further
investigation and discussions that can lead to better
understanding of all rural areas. Moreover, the
indicators and gauges in the report can serve as a
model for states, districts, and policymakers to examine
the publicly-available data themselves and at a grain-
size that allows for a more finely tuned understanding
and approach to equitably addressing the true needs of
all students in their state.
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Changes to the Gauges in

This Edition

As in the last rep:«
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While the first three gauges largely parallel their
equivalents from the previous report, there are a few
small changes. After Why Rural Matters 2023, we ran a
separate analysis on remote districts, which confirmed
our suspicions that they face a set of challenges
somewhat distinct from other rural districts. For this
reason, we added percent rural students in a remote
rural district to the Rural Education Footprint gauge.
In the Student and Family Characteristics gauge, we
again include the percent of rural multilingual learners
returning to the report’s long tradition of sharing

that data point. We then revised our longstanding
measure related to special education learners. Rather
than simply reporting the percentage of learners
identified for an individualized education plan, we
report the percentage of instructional salary spent on
special education teachers. The percent instructional
salaries for special education indicator should be
interpreted with care. A higher percentage may reflect
an appropriate investment aligned with student
needs, while a lower percentage could indicate
potential underinvestment in services for students
with disabilities. It is also important to note that gifted
education is not defined under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and so, while some
states may include gifted education teachers under
the category of special education in their own staffing
reports, NCES specifically instructs states not to
include gifted education teacher salaries in the data
source used for this indicator. These new data can

be found in the Educational Policy Context gauge as
percent instructional salaries for special education.

The Educational Outcomes gauge looks much
different from the most recent report. Recognizing the
differential impacts of COVID-19 on the rural areas of
various states, we created an indicator to measure the
changes in reading and math at the critical Grade 4
level before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. We also
separated the NAEP composite scores for Grade 8 into
math and reading, so that states can more precisely
identify areas of strength and growth.

The Access to Supports for Well-Being gauge provides
a follow-up and extension of the similar gauge from
the 2023 Why Rural Matters report gauge, Access to
Supports for Learning and Development. The gauge
offers updated measures related to school psychologist
and school counselor access, insurance coverage, and
public preschool enrollment rates. In addition, Access
to Supports for Well-Being includes two new measures:
percent rural children who are unhoused and rural
students per primary care clinician. As with insurance
coverage, these new indicators reflect rural students’
access to the basic human needs of shelter and health
care. We know that inequities are exacerbated by
unequal access to resources outside of school.
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First, the quartile categories used to describe a position
on the continuum from 1-51 are arbitrary and are used
merely as a convenient way to group states and the
Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) into smaller units to
facilitate discussion of patterns in the results. Thus,
there is very little difference between the Urgent label
assigned to Minnesota based on its ranking of 13th on
the Educational Outcomes gauge and the Critical label
assigned to South Carolina based on its ranking of 14th
on the same gauge.

Second, we use regional terms loosely with the intent
of recognizing nuances in regional identities and
representing more clearly the contexts within which we
discuss specific relationships between individual states
and shared geographic and cultural characteristics.
For example, a state like Oklahoma may be referred to
as a “Southern Plains state” in some contexts and as a
“Southwestern state” in others because Oklahoma is
part of regional patterns that include Southern Plains
states like Kansas and Colorado, but it is also part of
regional patterns that include Southwestern states like
New Mexico.

Third, the ranking system should not be interpreted to
suggest that rural education in low priority states does
not deserve attention from policymakers. Every state
faces challenges in providing a high-quality education
for all children. Highest priority states are presented

as such because they are states where a convergence
of key factors impacting the schooling process result
in extreme challenges to rural schooling and therefore
have the most comprehensive needs for policymakers’
attention. Variation within state-level data evidences
significant needs and attention in all states, including
those that do not appear on the high priority list. There
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are urgent priorities hiding within the averages that we
encourage readers to explore.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, reasonable
caution should be used when interpreting data
reported at the U.S. level. Although it can be helpful
for examining trends and relationships, there is the
potential for districts or states to misinterpret the data
reporting structures.

As the goal of Why Rural Matters is to promote
dialogue around rural issues, the data should be
considered a starting point for analysis rather than

any kind of “final word” on issues related to a given
indicator. Assigning a priority ranking to an indicator
serves as a call for attention, and if that call for
attention brings dialogue that fills in the details around
that indicator, the report has fulfilled its mission.
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Results

The data for each state and state rankings for each indicator are presented in the charts and figures on pages
79-161. The results for each indicator are summarized and discussed below. To provide some context and to aid in
making comparisons, U.S.-level results are presented in Table 1.

RURAL EDUCATION FOOTPRINT GAUGE

Percent rural schools 30.7%
Percent small rural districts (fewer than 526 students) 50.0%
Percent rural students 16.7%
Number of rural students (median 94,593) 7,805,953
Percent rural students in a remote district 18.7%

STUDENT AND FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS GAUGE

Rural diversity index 34.3%
Poverty level in rural school communities 290%
Percent of rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 14.2%
Percent rural multilingual learners 5.6%
Percent rural household mobility 7.8%

EDUCATIONAL POLICY CONTEXT GAUGE

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,417
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $11.54
Percent instructional salaries for special education 11.8%
State revenue to rural school districts per local dollar $1.25
Adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $83,256

EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES GAUGE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -3.4
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 0.3
Grade 8 rural NAEP Reading score 257.5
Grade 8 rural NAEP Math score 273.7
Rural HS graduation rate 89.4%

ACCESS TO SUPPORTS FOR WELL-BEING GAUGE

Number of rural students per school psychologist or school counselor 297
Percent rural children who are unhoused 2.7%
Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 6.4%
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 40.2%
Number of rural students per primary care clinician 322
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Rural Education Footprint Gauge

This gauge combines absolute and relative

measures of the size and scope of rural education to
characterize the Rural Education Footprint of rural
education to the well-being of the state’s public
education system as a whole. In this section, we define
each of the indicators in the Rural Education Footprint
gauge and summarize state and regional patterns
observed in the data.

e Percent rural schools is the percentage of
regular elementary and secondary public schools
designated as rural by NCES, regardless of
whether the school is part of a rural-designated
school district. The higher the percent of schools,
the higher the state ranks on the Rural Education
Footprint gauge.

The U.S. average for the percent of rural schools
across the states is 30.7% (up from 29.3% in the Why
Rural Matters 2023 report), but states vary a great
deal from a low of 10.0% in New Jersey to a high

of 77.1% in Montana. Just under 90% of all Bureau

of Indian Education (BIE) schools are rural. Half

or more of all public schools are rural in 15 states

(in descending order: Montana, Vermont, South
Dakota, Maine, North Dakota, Alaska, Mississippi,
Oklahoma, West Virginia, New Hampshire, Nebraska,
lowa, Wyoming, Arkansas, and Kansas) and at least
one-third of all schools are rural in 13 other states.

In general, states with a high percentage of rural
schools are those where sparse populations or
challenging geography make it difficult to transport
students to consolidated regional schools in non-rural
areas, and those where there has been less push to
consolidate or successful resistance to consolidation.
Predominantly urban states on the east and west
coasts have the smallest percentages of rural schools.

e Percent small rural school districts is the percent
of rural school districts that are below the median
enrollment size (526 students) for all rural school
districts in the United States. The higher the
percent of districts with enrollments below 526,
the higher the state ranks on the Rural Education
Footprint gauge.

In this indicator, a larger percentage of small school
districts is associated with a higher rank, but school
district size is a complex indicator. On one hand,

small school districts provide numerous protections

to students, and very large rural school districts,

such as those common to but not exclusively located
in the southeastern region of the United States,
disproportionately enroll students identifying as Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color. On the other hand,
states with high relative percentages of small rural
school districts ranking in the top five for priority on
this indicator (Montana, BIE, North Dakota, South
Dakota, and Nebraska) have lower graduation rates
(except for Nebraska), lower state to local funding
ratios (except for North Dakota) and fall in the top half
for overall priority (except for Nebraska). The school
district size indicator is a particularly good example of
how a priority rank is not necessarily good or bad, but
rather captures differences between the context and
conditions of rural education in the United States. In
this instance, highlighting the prevalence of an existing
organizational structure with demonstrated benefits to
student achievement and well-being of students and
calling attention to the need to sustain and nurture it
through responsive policies. At least half of all rural
districts are smaller than the U.S. rural median in 22
states. In 10 states (Montana, North Dakota, South
Dakota, California, Colorado, Maine, Arizona, and
Alaska) and among BIE schools, at least 7 in 10 rural
districts have fewer than 526 students. States with
few or no small rural districts are located primarily in
the Southeast and Mid-Atlantic, regions that primarily
operate through consolidated, county-wide school
districts. West Virginia, where more than 57% of all
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public schools are located in rural communities, does
not have a single small rural school district because

all 55 of the state’s school districts are countywide
systems. Three other states (Florida, Maryland, and
Delaware) also have no small rural school districts, and
an additional eight states have fewer than 5% small
rural school districts (Alabama, Mississippi, South
Carolina, Louisiana, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Indiana).

¢ Percent rural students is a measure of the
relative size of the rural student population and
is calculated as the number of public school
students enrolled in rural school districts (whether
they attend a rural school or not) divided by the
total number of public school students in the
state. It excludes students attending rural schools
located in districts that NCES designates as urban,
suburban, or town. The higher the percent of rural
students, the higher the state ranks on the Rural
Education Footprint gauge.

Nearly 17% of all public-school students were enrolled
in districts classified as rural in the 2023-24 school year.
Three states enrolled more than half of all students in
rural districts: Vermont (61.9%), Mississippi (57.5%), and
Maine (52.0%). For students in BIE schools, the rate is
even higher (85.5%). In nine other states (West Virginia,
Montana, South Dakota, Alabama, New Hampshire,
Oklahoma, North Dakota, lowa, North Carolina), one-
third or more of all students were enrolled in a rural
district. Students in rural districts make up less than
10% of the total student population in 11 states.

*  Number of rural students is an absolute, as
opposed to relative, measure of the size of the rural
student population. The figure given for each state
represents the total number of students enrolled in
public school districts designated as rural by NCES.
The higher the enrollment number, the higher the

state ranks on the Rural Education Footprint gauge.

More than half of all rural students in the United States
attend school in just 12 states, including some of the
most populous and urban states (in decreasing order of
rural enrollment: Texas, North Carolina, Georgia, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, New York, Alabama, Indiana, Virginia,
Tennessee, Michigan, and Mississippi). Texas and North
Carolina alone enroll nearly 1.6 million rural students,
more than the combined total of the 26 states with
the fewest rural students, and the combined states of
Texas, North Carolina, Georgia, and Ohio enroll nearly
one in four of all rural students in the United States.

* Percent rural students in a remote district is a
new indicator in this report and represents the
proportion of rural students who are enrolled in a
remote rural district (one of three subcategories
of rural school districts in the NCES locale code
system along with fringe and distant). Remote
districts are those rural districts that are the
furthest away from an urban area (at least 25
miles). Remoteness has been associated with
operating challenges like increased costs for
specialized services.

More than 7 in 10 rural students are enrolled in a remote
district in five states: Alaska (100%), Utah (80.4%),
Wyoming (79.0%), North Dakota (73.8%), and South
Dakota (70.9%). In another 16 states plus BIE schools,
more than 25% of all rural students are enrolled in a
remote district (Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, Idaho,
Colorado, Kansas, Minnesota, Arizona, Nevada, Missouri,
lowa, Washington, Vermont, Wisconsin, Arkansas,

and Mississippi). Five states have no remote rural
school districts (Rhode Island, Delaware, Connecticut,
Massachusetts, and New Jersey) and seven other states
have less than 5% rural students in a remote district.
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To capture the footprint of rural education within the overall educational system in each state, we averaged each

state’s ranking on the individual indicators, giving equal weight to each (see Table 2).

These rankings represent the average of each state’s score on five indicators. The higher the average ranking (i.e., the
closer to ranking number 1), the more central it is to the health of the state’s overall education system.

CRUCIAL VERY IMPORTANT
MT 10.4 AR 21.2
BIE 11.2 NH 21.2
SD 11.6 wi 21.4
OK 13.2 KY 21.8
ND 13.4 wY 22.2
ME 13.6 AL 22.2
NE 15.4 MN 22.8
VT 15.6 ID 23.0
AK 16.4 wv 23.2
KS 17.4 NM 236
IA 17.4 NC 236
MO 17.8 > 24.4
MS 18.0 IN 25.0

Note: Numbers are rounded to the nearest tenth.

States classified as Crucial on this gauge are mostly
located in one of two regions: Northern New England
(Vermont and Maine) or a contiguous block of eight
states beginning in the Rockies and stretching
southeast through the Northern Plains and the Midwest
to as far as the Mid-South (Montana, North Dakota,
South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and
Missouri). The two states outside these blocks are
Alaska and Mississippi. See the Rural Education
Footprint gauge map on page 131 for a visualization of
these regional patterns.

The seven highest ranking states and BIE schools
(which ranks 2nd on the gauge) generally score high on
all the indicators except number of rural students, on
which none of them ranks higher than 13th (Oklahoma).
Of the other six states and BIE schools, all seven rank
below the U.S. median and three rank in the least
concerning quartile. These are states with smaller

IMPORTANT
™ 25.4 NY 31.4
GA 25.6 sC 33.0
MI 26.4 ut 33.8
AZ 26.8 NV 37.2

IL 27.8 NJ 38.2
OH 27.8 cT 38.8
co 28.2 MA 39.6
WA 28.4 FL 39.8
VA 29.6 DE 40.8
PA 30.0 MD 41.2
OR 30.2 RI 43.6
CA 31.0 HI N/A
LA 31.2

overall student enroliments, so the total number of rural
students is smaller even though the percent of rural
students is high.

More than half of all rural students (4.4 million, or 56%)
are in states ranked in the most critical quartile for

the number of rural students indicator but only two

of those states (Oklahoma and Mississippi) are within
the most critical quartile in the overall Rural Education
Footprint gauge; three others (Texas, North Carolina,
and Alabama) are in the second quartile.

Eight of the 12 states with the largest rural student
populations rank below the median on the overall Rural
Education Footprint gauge. These states—Georgia,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York, Indiana, Virginia,
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Tennessee, and Michigan—have large urban populations that dwarf even a relatively sizable rural population. They
rank low on the Rural Education Footprint gauge despite ranking high on the number of rural students indicator
simply because they rank low on almost every other indicator in the gauge. For example, they average a ranking of
3lst on the percent rural schools indicator and none of them ranks higher than 23rd on that indicator (Indiana).

See page 131 for a map showing regional patterns.
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Each Why Rural Matters report has examined

student diversity in rural education, focusing on
sociodemographic characteristics of students and
families that are widely discussed in the research
literature (e.g., in terms of investigating equity in the
distribution of student achievement according to
differences in economic status, race and ethnicity,
language acquisition, and mobility/residential stability)
and acknowledged in educational policy (e.g., through
state and federal funding formulas that assign weights
to relevant student characteristics in order to provide
additional funds for exceptional needs and/or to target
historically underserved populations). In the Student
and Family Characteristics gauge, we compare rural
student and family characteristics across the 50 states
on terms that policymakers often define as relevant to
state and United States education goals. In this section,
we define each of the indicators in the Student and
Family Characteristics gauge and summarize state and
regional patterns observed in the data.

e Rural diversity index is a measure of racial
heterogeneity at the school level. Specifically, if you
were to randomly choose two students attending
a school in a rural district, the rural diversity index
represents the percent chance that these two
students would be of a different race or ethnicity.
The higher the rural diversity index, the higher the
ranking on the Student and Family Characteristics
gauge.

The Rural Diversity Index made its first appearance

in Why Rural Matters 2018-2079. How racially
heterogeneous are rural districts in the United States?
If you were to randomly choose two students from the
same school in a rural district, your chances are better
than one in three (34.3%) that the students would
identify as being of different races or ethnicities, a
slight increase from the 2023 Why Rural Matters report
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Student and Family
Characteristics Gauge

(33.4%). The range in rural diversity index among
states is quite large—from 12.8% in West Virginia to
62.7% in Delaware, where the odds are better than not
that two randomly selected students are of different
races or ethnicities. Along with Delaware, the odds are
also better than fifty-fifty in Oklahoma (57.5%), North
Carolina (53.8%), Nevada (53.3%), and Florida (53.2%).
An additional 10 states have a rural diversity index
above 40%: Georgia (49.6%), Maryland (48.5%), South
Carolina (48.2%), Virginia (46.0%), Texas (45.8%), New
jersey (45.3%), Louisiana (44.3%), California 44.2%),
Colorado (42.3%), and Arizona (40.8%). At the district
level, some of the values are much higher. Broken Bow,
Oklahoma has the distinction of being the rural district
with the highest diversity index (76.1%). There are

also many districts with lower values. In fact, 138 rural
districts have a diversity index of 0.0%, meaning that
every school in those districts is racially homogeneous;
this is true of only three non-rural districts. The
diversity index is a better representation of diversity
than previous measures that reported numbers of
students identifying as of Black, Indigenous, and People
of Color. A school that is 98% Black is not diverse; it's
homogeneous and would have a low diversity index in
Why Rural Matters.

States with a rural diversity index above 33% are in

a nearly contiguous block starting with Washington
and extending down the Pacific Coast and across the
southern half of the United States to the Atlantic Coast,
where the block reaches as far north as Connecticut
(see the indicator map on page 132 for a visualization
of this block). The one exception outside this
geographic block is Colorado (42.3%) and the one gap
within the contiguous block is New Mexico (30.7%).

e Poverty level in rural school communities is
a measure of the economic level of the school
communities in rural districts. For each school, the
National Center for Education Statistics collected
data using the American Community Survey on the
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25 nearest households with school-aged children.
A weighted average of these households’ incomes
was then reported as a percentage of the poverty
line. The lower the percentage, the greater the level
of poverty within its school communities and the
higher the state ranks on the Student and Family
Characteristics gauge.

Across the United States, communities surrounding
schools in rural districts have an average household
income that is 2.9 times (290%) that of the federal
poverty line. Although only 1in 328 rural school
communities has an average income below the poverty
line, 1in 10 has an average income at or below 185% of
the poverty line (the federal cutoff for reduced price
meals). In Tennessee, the poverty level in rural school
communities overall is 308%, ranking above the U.S.
median. This average hides the fact that three of the
poorest rural school communities in the United States
are in Tennessee—Trenton Middle School, Peabody High
School, and Northaven Elementary School—all schools
with average household incomes less than two-thirds of
the poverty line.

BIE schools and New Mexico are outliers at 171% and
184% on this indicator. Other states range from 224%
(Florida) to 515% (New Jersey). In total, 17 states have
average rural school community incomes that are less
than half that of New Jersey (in addition New Mexico
and Florida, Arkansas, Kentucky, Idaho, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Missouri, West Virginia, Arizona, Oklahoma,
and North Carolina). States with relatively low-income
rural school communities are concentrated in the
Southwest, the Deep South, and Central Appalachia.

¢ Percent of rural school-aged children
experiencing poverty represents the percent of
rural children between the ages of 5 and 17 living
in a household with a household income below
the federal poverty line. The higher the poverty
rate, the higher the state ranks on the Student and
Family Characteristics gauge.

Poverty is consistently correlated with most
educational outcomes and has been an indicator in
every version of Why Rural Matters. In response to
policy changes that limited the accuracy of using

free and reduced meal rates as a proxy for poverty,
beginning with the 2018-19 report, we introduced two
new measures of poverty: poverty level in rural school
communities and percent of rural school-aged children
experiencing poverty. Each has its limitations, but

they work together to describe the degree of poverty
within each state. The main limitation of percent of
rural school-aged children experiencing poverty is that
it does not differentiate between children who attend
public school and those who do not. Some children in
this age group may be attending private schools, be
homeschooled, or attending other alternative school
settings. Others may not be attending school at all,
perhaps because they haven’t started school yet, have
graduated, or have left school before graduating. It
nevertheless serves as a useful measure of the extent to
which rural children are experiencing poverty in

each state.

States with the highest levels of rural child poverty
form a contiguous block that includes the Southwest
(Arizona [20.2%], New Mexico [30.2%], and Oklahoma
[17.7%1), the Mid-South (Arkansas [19.0%] and
Louisiana [21.0%]), the Southeast (Mississippi [23.0%],
Alabama [17.4%], Georgia [18.0%], South Carolina
[21.9%], and North Carolina [17.0%]) and Central
Appalachia (Tennessee [17.8%], Kentucky [20.5%], and
West Virginia [17.0%]). Other states with rural child
poverty rates above 15% are Hawaii (16.9%), Florida
(15.4%), California (15.3%), and Texas (15.3%). Eleven
of the states ranking in the highest quartile of rural
children who experience poverty also rank among

the 15 states with the lowest rural school community
income levels (New Mexico, Mississippi, South Carolina,
Louisiana, Kentucky, Arizona, Arkansas, Oklahoma,
Alabama, West Virginia, and North Carolina). Four of
the states with the highest levels of rural children who
experience poverty also rank in the highest quartile on
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the racial and ethnic diversity index (South Carolina,
Georgia, Oklahoma, and North Carolina).

The six lowest-ranking states on this indicator are all
located in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic: Connecticut
(3.4%), Massachusetts (4.5%), Rhode Island (5.1%),
Maryland (5.8%), New Jersey (6.1%), and New
Hampshire (6.7%).

¢ Percent rural multilingual learners is the number
of rural students who are developing proficiency in
multiple languages divided by the total number of
students in rural districts for which sufficient data is
available. The higher the percentage of multilingual
learners, the higher the state ranks on the Student
and Family Characteristics gauge.

In the United States, 5.6% of rural students are
multilingual learners (MLs)—a total of 357,135 rural ML
students in the 2022-2023 school year. This continues

a dramatic growth trend as reflected in earlier data
years analyzed for Why Rural Matters reports (from
251,000 [3.5%] in 2013-14 to 283,000 [3.8%] in 2016-
2017 to 330,000 [4.5%] in 2021-2022). The current total
enrollment of 357,135 represents a 42% increase in the
rural ML population over a 10-year period.

In New Mexico, just over 3 in 10 of all rural students are
MLs. In five other states (California, Alaska, Washington,
Texas, and Delaware) the rate is above 10%. Three
states (Vermont, Rhode Island, and West Virginia)
report ML rates below 1%, and another seven states
report rates below 2%.

¢ Percent rural student mobility represents the
percent of households with school-age children
who changed residences within the previous 12
months, per U.S. Census figures. Housing insecurity
disrupts consistency in teaching and learning and
impacts access to services and resources that
support learning and development. The higher
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the mobility rate, the higher the state ranks on the
Student and Family Characteristics gauge.

Just under 8% of rural students have changed
residence in the past 12 months, ranging from a high
of 15.3% in Hawaii to a low of 4.6% in Massachusetts.
Apart from Hawaii, states ranking highest on this
indicator are located in the Southwest and Plains/
Prairie regions (Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, Texas,
and Oklahoma), the Rockies (Idaho and Montana),
and the Mid-South and Southeast/Central Appalachia
(Arkansas, Florida, and Tennessee). In all, 11 of the top
13 highest-mobility states are west of the Mississippi
River with Florida and Tennessee being the exceptions.
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Student and Family Characteristics Gauge Rankings
To gauge the characteristics of rural students and families in each state, we averaged each state’s ranking on the
individual indicators, giving equal weight to each indicator (Table 3).

TABLE 3: STUDENT AND FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS GAUAGE RANKINGS
These rankings represent the average of each state’s score on five indicators. The higher the average ranking (i.e.,

the closer to ranking number 1), the more important it is for policymakers to be aware of the student and family

characteristics in their state.

NM 6.0 CcoO

17.2 uT 24.8 NE 35.6
FL 8.4 LA 17.4 SD 26.2 Wi 36.0
AZ 9.6 OR 18.0 MI 28.0 PA 36.4
OK 10.2 MT 18.8 WY 29.0 OH 37.6
SC 11.2 KS 19.8 Y% 30.2 NJ 38.4
NC 11.6 AL 20.2 MD 30.6 ND 39.0
TX 13.2 WA 20.8 IN 32.0 CT 39.8
AR 13.4 KY 21.2 IL 32.6 MA 42.6
AK 13.8 VA 21.6 IA 33.0 VT 42.8
CA 14.0 DE 22.5 ME 33.8 NH 45.4
GA 15.4 NV 22.8 NY 34.0 RI 46.3
MS 16.0 MO 24.6 MN 34.6 HI N/A
ID 16.2 TN 24.8 BIE N/A

Note: Numbers are rounded to the nearest tenth.

States in the most concerning quartile (labeled urgent)
on the Student and Family Characteristics gauge are
mostly in a block from North Carolina on the Atlantic
Coast along the southernmost states to California on
the Pacific Coast. Alabama and Louisiana (both near
the top of 2nd most concerning quartile) disrupt the
pattern, and Idaho is a geographic outlier. Among the
indicators, poverty level in rural school communities,
percent of rural school-aged children experiencing
poverty, and percent rural student mobility most
closely parallel the overall gauge ranking, with 8 of

13 most concerning states for the gauge also scoring

in the most concerning quartile for the underlying
indicator. On two other indicators, seven of the 13 most

concerning states for the gauge also score in the most
concerning quartile for the underlying indicator. See
page 132 for a map showing regional patterns.

To investigate the relationships among the different
indicators, we ran bivariate correlation analyses

among the five indicator rankings. Not surprisingly,

the strongest correlation (r =.76) was between our

two measures of poverty. The next strongest were a
positive correlation (r = .60) between poverty level in
rural school communities and percent rural student
mobility. In other words, states with more rural students
changing residences were also more likely to have
lower average incomes in their school neighborhoods.
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We also investigated the relationship between our
Student and Family Characteristics indicators and

the indicators in the other gauges. The strongest
relationships identified were between poverty
measures and student outcomes in reading and math.
Specifically, we found correlations of r = .69 for the
relationship between poverty level in rural school
communities and rural instructional expenditures per
pupil, r = .66 for the relationship between percent
rural student mobility and rural Grade 8 NAEP math
score, r = .56 for the relationship between percent

of rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
and rural instructional expenditures per pupil. These
relationships show that the states where rural students
receive the least funding tend to be the one where the
most students are already experiencing the impacts of
poverty due to lower household incomes.

We also identified significant relationships among the
Student and Family Characteristics indicators and the
rankings on our gauge measuring Access to Supports
for Well-Being. Specifically, each of the five Student
and Family Characteristics rankings was positively
correlated with Access to Supports for Well-Being.
These correlations ranged from moderate (r = .37 with
rural diversity index) to moderately strong (r = .59 with
poverty level in rural school communities). In other
words, rural student populations with the greatest
needs (e.g., children living in homes with household
incomes below the poverty line, mobile students) as
well as more diverse student populations are less likely
to have access to supports that promote higher levels
of learning, development, and overall well-being.

See page 132 for a map showing regional patterns.
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Educational Policy Context Gauge

For this gauge, we used indicators that measure and
characterize aspects of the public schooling system
that result from policy decisions and thus could be
changed through different policy decisions. In selecting
policy-driven characteristics, moreover, we focused on
those that are highlighted in educational research as
influencing student achievement and other measures
of student well-being. lllustrating variations in state
policy contexts thus can be interpreted to suggest, in
relative terms, the extent to which current policies are
supporting or hindering rural schools and students.

In this section, we define each of the indicators in the
Educational Policy Context gauge and summarize state
and regional patterns observed in the data. Hawaii is
excluded from this gauge because its organization as
a statewide district makes analysis impossible, and

BIE school districts are also excluded because the way
data are maintained prevents us from conducting the
necessary analyses. On each indicator, the higher the
ranking (the closer to one), the greater the concern
that the policy context is not optimal for

rural education.

¢ Rural instructional expenditures per pupil
represents the total current expenditures for
instruction in rural public-school districts divided
by the total number of students enrolled in those
same districts. The lower the rural instructional
expenditures per pupil, the higher the state ranks
on the Educational Policy Context gauge and the
greater the concern.

This indicator allows us to make comparisons among
states regarding the amount of money spent per pupil
on teaching and learning in rural schools. The U.S.
average of $8,417 per rural pupil is much closer to the
low end of the range ($6,071 in Idaho) than to the high
end ($16,406 in New York). In addition to Idaho, nine
other states spend less than $7,000 per rural pupil on
instruction (in order from the next lowest spending

at $6,191: Mississippi, Florida, Oklahoma, Indiana,
Tennessee, Arizona, Missouri, Alabama, and Arkansas).

Fourteen other states join them in spending less
than half what New York spends per rural pupil on
instruction.

The highest spending states are a mix of Northeastern
and Mid-Atlantic urban states with a relatively small
absolute number of rural students (New York, New
Jersey, Connecticut, Maryland, Massachusetts, Rhode
Island, and New Hampshire) and states with low-
enrolled rural districts (Alaska and Wyoming).

Results from correlation analyses show associations
between the rural instructional spending per pupil
indicator and all five of the indicators in the Access to
Supports for Well-Being gauge. The highest was the
correlation with rural students per school psychologist
or school counselor (r = .57). The relationship between
instructional spending and access to non-academic
supports indicates that the states that spend less

on teaching and learning for rural students are the
same states where rural students and families have
less access to essential non-academic supports.
Conversely, the states that spend more on teaching
and learning tend to offer greater access to non-
academic supports—the result is a compounding
effect where inequity within the classroom is
exacerbated by inequity outside the school.

* Ratio of instructional expenditures to rural
transportation expenditures is a measure of how
many dollars are spent on instruction for every
one dollar that is spent on transporting students—
the lower the ratio, the more money being
channeled toward transportation and away from
teaching and learning, and the higher the ranking
on this indicator.

Some of the variation in pupil transportation costs
are affected by factors beyond the control of
policymakers (e.g., geography and terrain), but
variations also result from policies and practices
related to the size and location of schools and school
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districts, personnel, school closures and consolidations,
and the length of students’ bus rides. This indicator

is an important factor in understanding how the
educational policy context supports or hinders rural
schools because extraordinary transportation costs
shift money away from programs and resources that
directly impact student learning.

On average, rural school districts across the United
States spend about $11.54 on instruction for every
dollar spent on transportation, but variation among
states is considerable. Alaska and Vermont are outliers
at $24.89 spent on instruction (Alaska) and $22.03
spent on instruction (Vermont) for every dollar spent
on transportation in rural districts. Texas, Oklahoma,
Nebraska, California, and North Carolina all spend
more than $15 on instruction for every dollar spent on
transportation. In all, 29 states spend less than half
what Alaska spends, with the most impacted states
showing no clear regional patterns: West Virginia
($6.78), Indiana ($8.40), Louisiana ($8.68), New York
($8.92), Virginia ($9.07), lllinois ($9.20), Arizona
($9.25), Pennsylvania (9.25), Rhode Island ($9.37),
Kentucky ($9.63), Alabama ($9.77), Delaware ($9.79),
Maine ($9.85), and Nevada ($9.85). To highlight the
importance of policy decisions on this and other
indicators, we note here that some states with similar
geographies and terrains reveal substantial differences.
South Dakota, for example, spends $2.50 more on
instruction per transportation dollar than its neighbor
North Dakota, and Vermont spends nearly 2.5 times as
much on instruction per transportation dollar ($22.03)
as its neighbor New York ($8.92). Of note is that West
Virginia, the state with the lowest ratio of instructional
dollars per transportation dollar, contends with some
terrain challenges but is also a state with a history of
large-scale consolidation resulting in regional schools

serving large geographic areas and some of the longest

bus rides for rural students in the United States.
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¢ Percent instructional salaries for special education
is @ measure intended to capture the relative size of
special education instruction programming within
the overall scope of teaching and learning within
rural school districts. Like many of our indicators,
ranking instructional salaries for special education
is complex. This indicator is among several that
do not represent a positive or negative situation,
but rather captures differences based on the data
as reported by each state. The figure reported for
each state is the proportion of all rural instructional
salaries that goes toward salaries for special
education staff. The higher the percentage, the
higher the state ranking on the Educational Policy
Context gauge and the more pressing the need for
attention to the issue by policymakers
and practitioners.

It is important to interpret this indicator carefully:

A high percentage of instructional salary spent on
special education may reflect appropriate investment
aligned with student need, while a low percentage
could signal underinvestment in services for students
with disabilities. However, there are also data quality
issues such as in states where a large percentage of
rural districts did not report data on special education
instructional salaries. For example, nearly 70% of the
rural districts in Kansas did not report their spending on
the instructional salaries of special education teachers,
and Vermont, Oregon, North Dakota, Montana, and
California all had at least 20% of their rural districts
with no data on this indicator. Table 4 provides a
complete listing of the percent of nonreporting districts
in each state, as well as the discrepancy between the
percent of students with a specialized education plan
and the percent of instructional salary paid to special
education instructors.
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TABLE 4: SPECIAL EDUCATION STATISTICS BY STATE

% Instructional Salary to

NoTD iz:::trstlng (:YR;:;E:) Sp(e;::(alzgczi:l-czzazt;on Discrepancy

AL 0.0% 12.8% 8.8% -4.0%
AR 0.0% 14.9% 8.9% -6.0%
AZ 13.8% 13.5% 9.9% -3.6%
CA 24.8% 13.3% 9.2% -4.1%
CO 1.7% N/A N/A N/A

CT 4.7% 15.4% 14.5% -0.9%
FL 4.3% 16.4% 17.9% 1.5%

GA 0.0% 12.9% 14.0% 1.1%

IA 0.0% 12.1% 10.7% -1.4%
ID 11.0% 11.8% 11.5% -0.3%
IN 6.5% 17.4% 8.8% -8.6%
KS 69.9% 15.4% 3.8% -11.6%
KY 0.0% 16.4% 14.3% -2.1%
LA 0.0% 12.1% 11.4% -0.7%
MA 0.0% 18.7% 14.1% -4.6%
MD 0.0% 10.9% 13.1% 2.2%
ME 14.4% 18.4% 10.7% -7.7%
MI 5.9% 13.2% 9.4% -3.8%
MN 0.9% 16.3% 11.5% -4.8%
MO 2.1% 13.1% 10.3% -2.8%
MS 0.0% 15.2% 12.5% -2.7%
MT 25.4% 12.7% 6.4% -6.3%
NC 0.0% 13.6% 7.5% -6.1%
ND 35.5% 12.2% 9.4% -2.8%
NE 0.0% 13.8% 10.7% -3.1%
NH 2.6% 17.1% 27.4% 10.3%
NJ 1.0% 18.3% 18.9% 0.6%
NM 0.0% 13.9% 10.7% -3.2%
NV 0.0% 12.3% 12.8% 0.5%
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% Instructional Salary to

Nor;D il:::trstmg (éyR;c:;ﬁ:) Spt(a;:\i(alzggr-czazt)ion Discrepancy
NY 0.3% 15.8% 13.4% -2.4%
OH 0.7% 14.2% 16.7% 2.5%
OK 3.5% 17.7% 7.6% -10.1%
OR 24.4% 14.4% 7.2% -7.2%
PA 2.6% 19.5% 19.0% -0.5%
RI 0.0% 12.2% 11.6% -0.6%
SC 2.7% 14.0% 15.6% 1.6%
SD 4.7% 14.3% 8.3% -6.0%
TN 0.0% 12.7% 9.4% -3.3%
> 5.3% 12.1% 6.8% -5.3%
VA 0.0% 13.3% 15.1% 1.8%
VT 62.5% 16.6% 7.9% -8.7%
WA 18.8% 13.2% 6.9% -6.3%
WiI 1.5% 13.6% 18.9% 5.3%
WV 0.0% 16.9% 14.1% -2.8%
WY 0.0% 15.0% 15.6% 0.6%
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Missing data prevented us from analyzing this
indicator for five states (Hawaii, Alaska, Utah,
Delaware, and lllinois) in addition to BIE schools.

All but one of the states with the highest percent

of rural instructional salaries designated as special
education are located east of the Mississippi River,
where they are spread out across New England

(New Hampshire and Massachusetts), the Northeast
(Connecticut, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania), Central
Appalachia (Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia),
the Southeast (South Carolina, Florida, and Georgia),
and the Great Lakes (Ohio and Wisconsin). Wyoming
is the geographic outlier. A total of 10 states (mostly
west of the Mississippi River) show a percent of rural
instructional salaries for special education that is less
than half of the percentage for those 14 states: Kansas,
Montana, Texas, Washington, Colorado, Oregon,
Oklahoma, North Carolina, Vermont, and South Dakota.

* Ratio of state revenue to local revenue is a
measure of dependence on local fiscal capacity and
an indirect measure of the extent to which state
revenue is a significant factor in equalizing revenue
per pupil across communities of varying levels of
socioeconomic resources. A low ratio means a
relatively small amount of state aid in relation to
funding from local sources and thus an increased
likelihood of inequitable funding. The lower the
ratio, the higher the state scores on the indicator.

This indicator comes with an important caveat—
specifically, the measure investigates the extent to
which state dollars augment local dollars (and serve an
equalizing function among rural districts with varying
levels of need), but does not investigate whether

state or local revenue is “enough” to meet the needs
of schools. It is a measure of fiscal equity but not a
measure of fiscal adequacy. A low ratio of state dollars
to local dollars is a clear signal that the school funding
system over-relies on local fiscal capacity and, whether
adequate or not, is very likely inequitable. That said,

a high ratio of state to local revenue may mean the

funding system is equitable only in that it provides
inadequate funding levels everywhere.

Across the United States, the average ratio of state

to local revenue in rural school districts is $1.25,
meaning state governments supply $1.25 in funding

to rural districts for every dollar derived from local

tax revenues. Nebraska has the lowest ratio with rural
districts receiving only $0.30 of state funding for every
dollar of revenue generated locally. The next three
lowest states are clustered in the Northeastern United
States: Rhode Island ($0.33), Connecticut ($0.44), and
New Hampshire ($0.44). The situation is dramatically
different for Vermont and Nevada, where rural districts
receive nearly $19 from the state for $1 raised locally—
the highest ratios in the United States, and more than
4.5 times the funding ratio of the next highest state,
Washington ($3.89). This is especially interesting in
Nevada’s case, since it ranked well below the median
(at $0.98 state dollars per local dollar) in Why Rural
Matters 2023. According to the Nevada Department of
Education, this is because of their new Pupil-Centered
Funding Plan, under which state and local revenues
are combined at the state level and then dispersed to
districts.

The highest-ranking states on this indicator, the

states with the lowest levels of state aid relative to
local revenue, mostly fall into two distinct groups:
Northeastern states with relatively low levels of rural
poverty and high levels of rural property valuation
(Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Hampshire, New
Jersey, Massachusetts, and Maine); and Midwestern/
Great Plains states with low to moderate levels of

rural poverty and a largely agricultural property tax
base in rural areas (Nebraska, South Dakota, Illinois,
Missouri, and Wisconsin). Texas and Pennsylvania also
rank high but fall outside these regional patterns. The
group of Northeastern states includes many that spend
relatively high levels per pupil on instruction in their
rural schools. All but Maine are among the highest-
spending quartile for the rural instructional expenditure
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per pupil indicator and Maine is just below in the next
quartile. The second group spends, on average, more
than $5,000 less per pupil in their rural schools ($8,125
compared to $13,325 for the first group).

¢ Rural adjusted salary expenditures per
instructional FTE is used here as a proxy for
average teacher salaries. For each rural district, the
total dollar amount spent on instructional salaries
is divided by the NCES’s Comparable Wage Index
for Teachers for that district, and then divided by
the total number of instructional staff members
(using FTE, or full-time equivalent, a measure that
accounts for staff who only work part-time or who
are assigned to more than one school). The lower
the adjusted rural salary expenditure per FTE, the
higher the state’s ranking on the Educational Policy
Context gauge and the more urgent the concern
for the condition of rural education.

While many factors contribute to teacher recruitment
and retention challenges for rural schools, lower
teacher salaries is an important factor. For that reason,
we have long included a measure of teacher salaries in
Why Rural Matters reports. Beginning with Why Rural
Matters 2018-2019, we adjusted teacher salaries based
on the Comparable Wage Index for Teachers (CWIFT),
created by the National Center for Education Statistics.
This index helps adjust for geographic variations in
teacher salaries by looking at Census data on salaries
for other occupations in each district. For example,
Knightsen Elementary, a school district in rural
California has an average teacher salary of $104,519,
but non-teacher occupations in that district earn
27.3% more than their peers in the same non-teacher
occupations across the United States, yielding an
adjusted teacher salary of $82,104 after accounting for
this premium. Meanwhile, teachers in San Jon Schools

in rural New Mexico earn an average of $59,313, roughly

$45,000 less than the average Knightsen teacher.
However, after adjusting for the 33.3% wage discount
seen in other occupations, San Jon teachers earn the

WHY
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equivalent of $88,925—$6,000 more than the adjusted
amount of the Knightsen teachers. There are limitations
to this methodology (e.g., challenges with modeling for
communities with the attraction of a low cost of living
but other characteristics that make it difficult to attract
teachers), but it does offer improvements by allowing
us to compare rural districts from a more equivalent
perspective.

Adjusted salary expenditure per instructional FTE

in rural districts ranges from $54,242 in Arkansas

to $116,959 in New York, with a U.S. average of
$83,256. Compare this to the adjusted average

salary expenditure per instructional FTE in town
districts ($87,942), urban districts ($89,734), and
suburban districts ($90,204). We have reported these
disparities before, nevertheless, their persistence even
after adjusting for geographic variation in wages is
noteworthy and speaks to the need for action by
policymakers.

States with the lowest adjusted rural salary
expenditures according to this indicator are primarily
in the Southeast, the Mid-South, and the Midwest/
Great Plains (in ascending order from lowest salary:
Arkansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, Mississippi, lllinois,
Indiana, North Dakota, Colorado, South Dakota, South
Carolina, Idaho, West Virginia, and Kansas). States
with the highest adjusted rural salary expenditures are
located primarily in the Northeast, the West, and the
Mid-Atlantic (in descending order: New York, Alaska,
California, Connecticut, Washington, Wyoming, Ohio,
Massachusetts, Maryland, and Rhode Island). Ohio
(ranking between Wyoming and Massachusetts) is a
geographic outlier.
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Educational

To gauge the extent to which the educational policy context is favorable or unfavorable for rural schools, we
averaged each state’s ranking on the individual indicators, giving equal weight to each (Table 5).

TABLE 5: EDUCATIONAL POLICY CONTEXT GAUGE RANKINGS
These rankings represent the average of each state’s score on five indicators. The higher the average ranking
(i.e., the closer to ranking number 1), the more important it is for policymakers to address rural educational issues

within that state.

CRUCIAL VERY IMPORTANT IMPORTANT NOTABLE
IL KY NH DE

11.3 19.6 24.6 30.8
MO 124 ME 21.2 CT 24.8 NV 30.8
FL 15.2 AR 21.4 MA 24.8 MD 32.2
WV 15.4 GA 21.6 MI 25.4 NC 33.4
MS 15.4 OH 21.8 AL 26.0 NM 34.2
VA 15.6 RI 22.2 uT 26.3 KS 34.2
IN 16.2 ID 22.4 X 26.6 CA 38.6
Wi 17.0 OK 22.6 OR 26.8 WA 39.8
AZ 17.2 NJ 23.0 NY 27.2 VT 42.0
PA 17.8 ND 23.0 MT 27.2 AK 46.5
SD 18.8 TN 234 MN 27.8 HI N/A
LA 19.4 CO 234 WY 28.0 BIE N/A
SC 19.4 1A 24.2 NE 28.0

Note: Numbers are rounded to the nearest tenth.

Of the five underlying indicators that contribute

most to the crucial ranking of the states in the

most concerning quartile for this gauge, three

(rural instructional expenditures per pupil, ratio

of instructional expenditures to transportation
expenditures, and adjusted instructional salary
expenditures per FTE) have seven states ranking

in the most concerning quartile on their respective
indicator rankings. The other two indicators (percent
instructional salaries for special education and ratio of
state revenue to local revenue) have, respectively, six
and five states in the most concerning quartile for the
indicator rankings. The 13 Crucial states vary most in

their ranking on the rural instructional expenditures
per pupil indicator, ranging from the highest priority
(i.e., lowest spending) Idaho to the 48th highest
priority (i.e., 2nd highest spending) New Jersey, with an
average ranking of 22. States faring best on this gauge
are a mixed bag geographically, with five Western/
Southwestern states (Alaska, Washington, Nevada,
California, and New Mexico); three East Coast states
(Delaware, Maryland, and North Carolina); two Plains
states (Nebraska and Kansas); and Wisconsin and
Vermont.

See page 133 for a map showing regional patterns.
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Educational Outcomes Gauge

Four of the five educational outcome indicators in

this report are derived from the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP). NAEP is administered
and compiled by the United States Department of
Education and offers assessment data for state-by-
state comparisons, including comparisons of rural
school districts as a sub-group within states.

The only non-NAEP indicator in this gauge is a
measure of graduation rate among rural school districts
in each state.

e Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading is intended
to capture the change in reading performance
among rural Grade 4 students from immediately
pre-COVID (i.e., 2019) with the most recent
available post-COVID performance (i.e., 2024), and
was calculated by subtracting the 2019 average
score from the 2024 average score. The greater
the decrease over that five-year period, the more
urgent the ranking.

A total of eight states experienced declines of greater
than 10% in Grade 4 NAEP Reading performance
among their rural students: Pennsylvania (-14.9%),
Washington (-14.3%), Delaware (-14.1%), New York
(-14.1%), Nebraska (-12.5%), Colorado (-10.7%),
Oklahoma (-10.5%), and Maine (-10.2). These states
show no discernible geographic pattern. At the other
end of the spectrum, again with no clear geographic
pattern, eight states showed improvement from pre-
COVID to post-COVID: Louisiana (+9.3), Maryland
(+6.5), Hawaii (+5.5), Florida (+4.2), Alabama (+2.5),
Texas (+2.4), Arkansas (+2.0), and New Jersey (+1.5).

e Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math is a measure
of the change in math performance among
rural Grade 4 from immediately pre-COVID (i.e.,

2019) with the most recent available post-COVID
performance (i.e., 2024) and was calculated by
subtracting the 2019 average score from the 2024
average score. The greater the decrease over that
five-year period, the more urgent the ranking.

All but four of the 13 states with the largest declines

for Grade 4 Reading are also in the most concerning
quartile for Grade 4 Math, with Minnesota (-8.7), Kansas
(-6.0), Connecticut (-4.7), and North Carolina (-4.4)
joining the nine states that appear on both lists. A total
of four states made gains of greater than five points
(Alabama at +8.6, Louisiana at +6.5, Maryland at +6.1,
and Texas at +5.2—of note, all four of these states made
gains in both reading and math), and 13 other states
also made gains ranging from +0.6 to +4.5 between
2019 to 2024.

¢ Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading represents the
average score among rural school districts on the
2024 Grade 8 NAEP Reading test. The lower the
average score, the more urgent the concern about
reading performance and the higher the state ranks
on the indicator.

States reporting the lowest rural Grade 8 NAEP
Reading scores are located in the Southeast
(Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, and Florida), the
Southwest (Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas), the West
(California and Nevada) and the Northeast/Mid-Atlantic
(New York and Delaware). West Virginia doesn’t fit into
one of these regional patterns, and BIE schools are
also in this category (with the lowest reported scores).
States of least concern on this indicator (i.e., states
with highest reported rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading
performance) are located in the Northeast (New
Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut,
and New Jersey); the Midwest (Indiana, lllinois, and
lowa) and the North Plains/Rockies (Wyoming,
Montana, and Idaho).
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(Florida and South Carolina); Michigan; and South

* Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math represents the average Dakota. States in the lowest priority quartile are
score among rural school districts on the 2024 located mostly in the Northeast (Massachusetts, Rhode
Grade 8 NAEP Math test. The lower the average Island, Connecticut, New Jersey); the Great Lakes
score, the more urgent the concern about math (Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Wisconsin); and the Mid-South
performance and the higher the state ranks on the (Arkansas, Missouri, and Kentucky). Texas, Nebraska,
indicator. and Hawaii don’t fit into any regional patterns.

All but four of the 13 states with the lowest rural Grade
8 Reading scores are also in the most concerning
quartile for Grade 8 Math, with Hawaii, Washington,
Oklahoma, and Arkansas joining the nine states that
appear on both lists. States with the largest disparities
in their reading versus math performance outcomes are
New York (ranked 3rd highest priority for Reading and
26th highest priority for math), Nebraska (ranked 29th
highest priority for Reading and 47th highest priority
for math), South Dakota (ranked 15th highest priority
for reading and 33rd highest priority for math), and

‘.

Washington (ranked 25th highest priority for Reading
and 7th highest priority for math).

* Rural high school graduation rate is the weighted
average high school graduation rate in rural
districts, calculated as the number of graduating
seniors in rural school districts divided by the total
number of students who started with the cohort
four years earlier, adjusted for transfer students.

Historically, rural students graduate at higher rates
than non-rural students, and this trend continues in
the most recent data. Specifically, 89.4% of students
in rural districts graduated, compared to 87.6% in
non-rural districts. However, graduation rates are still
concerningly low in some states. Two states graduate
fewer than 8 in 10 rural high school students: Nevada
at 76.8% and Alaska at 71.2%. Rates for rural students
in BIE schools are even lower at 63.9%. In all, 24 other
states report rural graduation rates below 90%. States
in the highest priority quartile are located mostly in
the West (in order starting with the lowest graduation
rate: Alaska, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Idaho,

and Washington); along with two Southeast states
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To calculate the educational outcomes for students attending rural districts in each state, we averaged each state’s

ranking on the five indicators, giving equal weight to each indicator (Table 6).

These rankings represent the average of each state’s score on five indicators. The higher the average ranking (i.e.,

the closer to ranking number 1), the more important it is for policymakers to address rural educational issues within

that state.

URGENT CRITICAL
BIE 3.2 SC 19.4
NM 4.8 WV 20.2
NV 7.3 SD 21.0
WA 9.4 Mi 21.0
OR 11.8 KS 22.0
DE 12.0 MS 23.4
CA 13.0 FL 23.8
OK 13.0 ID 24.4
NY 13.6 Cco 24.8
ME 14.8 PA 24.8
AZ 17.2 HI 255
NC 17.8 MT 25.6
MN 18.6 VA 26.6

Note: Numbers are rounded to the nearest tenth.

Rural schools in the BIE rank as the most urgent on
this gauge. Half of the 12 states that received rankings
in the quartile of most concern along with BIE form a
contiguous block stretching from the Pacific Northwest
through the Southwest (Washington, Oregon, Nevada,
California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Oklahoma). They
are joined by four East Coast states (Maine, New York,
Delaware, and North Carolina). States with the least
concerning educational outcomes were concentrated
in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic (New Jersey, Rhode
Island, Maryland, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New
Hampshire), with two states in the Midwest (Nebraska

SERIOUS

NE 27.0 LA 32.6
WY 27.0 OH 33.2
TN 27.2 NH 35.0
GA 27.4 Wi 35.6
AL 27.4 MA 35.8
ND 28.4 IL 36.2
1A 28.4 CT 36.2
KY 28.8 MD 36.2
uT 29.6 RI 37.2
AR 30.0 NJ 42.2
TX 30.2 AK N/A
MO 31.0 VT N/A
IN 324

and Missouri) and three in the Great Lakes (Indiana,
Illinois, and Wisconsin). Louisiana is a geographic
outlier that has not been in this group in previous
reports. Louisiana was the 4th highest priority on the
Educational Outcomes gauge in Why Rural Matters
2023, a dramatic shift.

As in previous versions of Why Rural Matters, children
experiencing poverty continue to experience greater
challenges on achievement testing. However, six

of the ten states that received a Fair ranking, the
ranking suggesting the lowest level of concern, on the
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Educational Outcomes gauge also ranked Fair in the
Access to Supports for Well-Being gauge: New Jersey,
Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Wisconsin,
New Hampshire. Conversely, five states that ranked

of most concern in the Educational Outcomes gauge
also ranked of most concern in the Access to Supports

for Learning and Development gauge: New Mexico,
Nevada, California, Oklahoma, and Arizona. These

patterns suggest the likelihood of a relationship
between access to non-academic supports and
academic outcomes, a link that has been long
recognized by researchers and practitioners, and

so these patterns make a compelling argument for
focusing resources and opportunities on the general
well-being of rural children.
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Access to Supports for
Well-Being Gauge

This gauge includes indicators measuring access to
non-academic supports that contribute to students’
learning and overall development and well-being.

¢ Number of rural students per school psychologist
or school counselor is a measure of rural
students’ access to school-based mental health
professionals. A higher number of rural students
served by a single school psychologist or school
counselor means a higher case load and less
access. Thus, the larger the number, the higher the
state ranks on the Access to Supports for Well-
Being gauge and the more serious the concern for
the policy environment.

On average, the ratio of rural students to school
psychologists or school counselors in the United
States is 297:1 (i.e., one school psychologist or school
counselor for every 297 students in rural districts—a
slight improvement from a ratio of 310:1in Why Rural
Matters 2023). States range from a high of 548:1
(Michigan) to a low of 133:1 (Maine). In addition to
Michigan, four other states have ratios of 400:1 or
higher: Nevada (468:1), Louisiana (452:1), Florida
(432:1), and Minnesota (427:1). At the other end of the
spectrum, six states join Maine with ratios of 200:1

or less: New Hampshire (137:1), Connecticut (159:1),
Vermont (169:1), New York (177:1), Rhode Island (191:1),
and New Jersey (194:1). While states providing the
greatest access to school psychologists and school
counselors are all clustered in the Northeast, states
with the least access show no discernible regional
patterns.

* Percent rural children who are unhoused is
a newly added indicator for this report and
represents the total number of students in
rural districts who are officially categorized
as unhoused, divided by the total number of
students in rural districts for which sufficient
data is available. Unhoused students not only

contend with economic distress, but also profound
instability and social/emotional distress. The

rate of rural children who are officially counted

as unhoused is a measure of the proportion of
unhoused children facing these stressors. The
higher the percentage of rural children who are
unhoused, the higher the state ranks on this
indicator.

Rural students attending BIE schools rank as the
highest priority on this indicator at 14.7%, more than
double the highest priority state (West Virginia

at 7.3%). Along with West Virginia, four states—all
located in the West—report that more than one in 20
of their rural children are unhoused: Nevada (7.0%),
Montana (6.1%), Washington (5.4%), and California
(5.3%). In order, from highest to lowest, other states

in the highest priority quartile are Arkansas, Oregon,
Oklahoma, Kentucky, New Mexico, Missouri, and ldaho.
States reporting the lowest rates of unhoused rural
children are located in the Northeast (Rhode Island,
Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Jersey, all at 1.2%
or lower).

¢ Percent of rural school-aged children who are
uninsured represents the total number of rural
school-aged children who do not have health
insurance, divided by the total number of rural
school-aged children. In addition to medical care as
a basic human need, lack of insurance is associated
with lack of medical care and can have a dramatic
impact on students’ learning and development
(e.g., lacking preventative care that can minimize
time out of school for illnesses). The higher the
state’s percentage, the higher the state score on
the indicator.

Across the United States, 6.4% of rural school-age
children are uninsured; this is higher than the rate

of school-age children who are uninsured across all
locales (5.7%). Eight of the 12 states with the highest
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rates of uninsured rural children are located west of

the Mississippi: Texas (13.8%), Arizona (12.2%), Nevada
(10.2%), Utah (9.8%), Oklahoma (9.7%), Idaho (9.2%),
Alaska (8.7%), and South Dakota (8.6%). The exceptions
are Florida (9.8%), Indiana (9.4%), Pennsylvania (9.7%),
and Delaware (8.3%). States with the lowest rates of
uninsured rural school-aged children (i.e., states where
more rural school-aged children have health insurance)
are located in the Northeast (Massachusetts, Vermont,
Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Jersey, all at 2.0%
or lower), followed by a group of states ranging 2.9% to
3.7% and showing no real regional pattern.

¢ Percent rural children enrolled in public preschool
is a rough estimate of the proportion of preschool-
age children enrolled in a public preschool.
Access to high-quality early childhood education
experiences with certified early childhood teachers
is crucial to long-term development and academic
success. A lower rate of rural children enrolled in
public preschool suggests a lack of access to such
experiences. The lower the state’s percentage, the
higher and more concerning the state score on
the indicator.

The U.S. average for this indicator is 40.2% of rural
children enrolled in public preschool, but the results
for individual states vary dramatically—from slightly
more than one in five (20.1%) students in Montana to
more than 9 in 10 students in Rhode Island (92.0%).

In addition to Oregon, nine other states with no clear
geographic pattern report fewer than one in three
rural children enrolled in public preschool: Nevada
(23.9%), Idaho (26.1%), North Carolina (27.6%), New
Hampshire (27.6%), North Dakota (28.1%), Delaware
(28.6%), Virginia (30.9%), Maryland (32.2%), Mississippi
(32.5%), Indiana (33.3%), Pennsylvania (33.8%), and
California (33.9%). States ranking lower in priority on
this indicator (i.e., states with higher rates of public
preschool enrollment for rural children) are similarly
varied in terms of geographic region: Nebraska (61.0%),
Connecticut (67.8%), lllinois (56.6%), lowa (54.1%),

Minnesota (53.7%), Vermont (52.3%), South Dakota
(52.3%), Oklahoma (52.2%), Massachusetts (51.5%),
Colorado (50.4%), Kansas (49.8%), and Washington
(49.0%).

¢ Rural students per primary care clinician is
another newly added indicator for this report and
represents the number of students in rural school
districts in a county divided by the number of
primary care clinicians. Primary care clinicians are
estimated from the number of MD/DOs in family
medicine and pediatrics primary care practice
and 0.6 times the number of physician assistants
and nurse practitioners (the reduced percentage
accounts for ones who are not available for
primary care). The state-level ratio is then
weighted by how many of the state’s rural district
students attend school in each county. A higher
ratio suggests less access and results in a higher
priority ranking.

Across the United States, there is one primary care
clinician for every 322 rural students. At the state
level, the ratio ranges from a high of 457:1 (Missouri)
to a low of 136:1 (Maine)—thus, rural students in Maine
have 3.36 times greater access to a primary care
clinician than do rural students in Missouri. Three
other states join Missouri with ratios of 400:1 or
greater: Texas (435:1), Georgia (416:1), and Louisiana
(401:1). Rounding out the highest priority quartile are
nine additional states with ratios above 340:1 and no
clear geographic pattern: Virginia (398:1), Colorado
(373:1), Alabama (372:1), Indiana (371:1), Maryland
(360:1), Idaho (359:1), Utah (359:1), California (347:1),
Oklahoma (341:1). States joining Maine with ratios of
200:1 or better are all on the East Coast and above
the 37th parallel: New Hampshire (138:1), Vermont
(163:1), Rhode Island (182:1), Massachusetts (186:1), and
Delaware (188:1).
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To gauge access to learning and development supports for students attending rural districts in each state, we
averaged each state’s ranking on the five indicators, giving equal weight to each (Table 7).

These rankings represent the average of each state’s score on five indicators. The higher the average ranking (i.e.,
the closer to ranking number 1), the more important it is for policymakers to address rural educational issues within
that state.

LEADING MAJOR SIGNIFICANT
NV 7.6 sC 20.8 PA 25.2 wY 31.8
ID 9.0 OH 21.0 AK 25.4 NH 336
FL 13.0 ND 21.0 AL 25.6 ME 348
> 13.6 NC 21.2 SD 26.2 NY 35.0
IN 15.4 LA 21.4 DE 26.4 NJ 38.2
MO 15.8 MI 21.6 co 26.6 NE 40.8
CA 16.4 AR 21.8 OR 26.8 VT 43.2
AZ 16.6 N 22.2 WA 27.2 MA 45.0
OK 17.4 MD 22.4 wv 28.0 cT 47.5
uT 18.4 KY 22.8 KS 28.2 RI 47.6
NM 18.8 MS 23.4 MN 29.0 HI N/A
MT 19.0 VA 24.0 IA 30.0 BIE N/A

GA 19.2 IL 24.6 wi 30.4

Note: Numbers are rounded to the nearest tenth.

As measured by the five indicators used in this gauge, the majority of states where rural students have the least
access to supports for well-being are clustered in a contiguous block of states West of the Mississippi (Missouri,
Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, Idaho, and Montana). Other states in the highest
priority quartile are Indiana, Georgia, and Florida. There are no Northeastern states in the Urgent and Critical
categories; those states are mostly ranked near the bottom in the Fair, least concerning, category.

The indicator that contributes most to the urgent ranking of the states in the most concerning quartile for this
gauge is percent of rural school-aged children who are uninsured with 9 of 13 states in the most concerning quartile
on this indicator. The 13 Urgent states vary most in their rankings on the percent of rural school-aged children who
are uninsured and rural students per primary care practitioner indicators, ranging from number 1 Texas to number
42 California (with an average ranking of 22) on the first and from number 1 Missouri to number 42 Oklahoma on
the latter.

See page 135 for a map showing regional patterns.
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Rural Education Priority Rankings

To create priority rankings that reflect the overall status of rural education in each state, we averaged the

cumulative rankings on the five gauges: Rural Education Footprint, Student and Family Characteristics, Educational

Policy Context, Educational Outcomes, and Access to Supports for Well-Being. The rankings for the Rural Education

Priority gauge are presented in Table 8.

Rankings represent the combined average ranking for each state on the five gauges: Rural Education Footprint,

Student and Family Characteristics, Educational Policy Context, Educational Outcomes, and Access to Supports

for Well-Being. The higher the average ranking (i.e., the closer to ranking number one), the greater the need for

policymakers to address rural education issues within that state.

LEADING MAJOR

OK 9.0 TX 21.2
AZ 12.2 wv 21.4
MS 14.4 CA 21.6
FL 15.0 ME 21.8
ID 15.4 KY 21.8
NM 16.2 IN 22.0
MO 16.6 NV 22.2
sC 17.2 VA 22.8
SD 17.6 ND 23.6
MT 18.0 AK 23.8
AR 18.8 MI 24.6
GA 19.8 LA 24.8
NC 20.2 co 25.0

Note: Numbers are rounded to the nearest tenth.

In contrast with previous reports, the list of states
ranking as the highest priority in the Leading quartile
shows noteworthy changes since the 2023 report.

Six states (Florida, Idaho, New Mexico, South Dakota,
Montana, and Georgia) are new additions to the
Leading quartile since the previous report, replacing
West Virginia, Kentucky, Indiana, Louisiana, Oregon,
and Alabama. All six of the states moving into the
highest priority quartile were in the 2nd highest priority
quartile, Major, in 2023, and three (Florida, South
Dakota, and Georgia) were previously in the highest
priority quartile in 2019. Of the six states dropping out
of the Leading quartile, four (West Virginia, Kentucky,

SIGNIFICANT
OR 25.0 wY 30.6
KS 25.2 NE 31.2
N 25.4 NY 32.8
AL 25.4 NH 34.4
PA 27.2 VT 37.3
IL 27.4 MD 38.0
WA 27.8 NJ 40.4
IA 28.2 cT 42.2
MN 29.0 MA 42.2
ut 29.0 RI 43.0
Wi 29.2 HI N/A
OH 29.4 BIE N/A
DE 29.6

Indiana, and Louisiana) moved to the Major quartile and
the remaining two (Oregon and Alabama) moved to
the 3rd highest Significant quartile.

States showing the biggest jumps in priority ranking
since Why Rural Matters 2023 are Idaho (from 23rd

to 5th, moving from the third quartile, Significant, to
the Major quartile) and California (from 34th to 16th,
moving from the second quartile Major to the Leading
quartile). In the other direction, Alabama (from 2nd to
29th), Louisiana (from 6th to 25th), and Oregon (from
13th to 26th) showed the biggest decreases in priority/
level concern. For both Alabama and Louisiana,
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the underlying gauge most closely associated with
the change in the overall ranking was Educational
Outcomes (with Alabama moving 4th to 40th highest
priority and Louisiana moving from 7th to 30th). As a
reminder, this series of reports is not designed to be a
longitudinal scoreboard where an increase in priority
means that something bad must have happened in the
rural areas of that state over the past several years,
and vice versa. It simply means that the rural areas of
that state have more pressing concerns related to the
indicators measured in this current report.

Ten of the 13 states in the Leading quartile for overall
rural education priority are located in a nearly
contiguous block extending from the Atlantic Coast
across the Southeast to the Mid-South and Southwest
(North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida,
Mississippi, Arkansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, New Mexico,
and Arizona). Alabama and Louisiana, both of which
moved out of the top quartile to the 3rd and 2nd
quartiles are notable exceptions from this regional
pattern. The other states making up the Leading
quartile are located in a smaller block in the Northern
Plains/Rocky Mountains: South Dakota, Montana,

and ldaho.

None of the highest-ranking states on the Rural
Education Priority gauge rank in the most concerning
quartile on all five underlying gauges. The two highest-
ranking states (Oklahoma and Arizona) each rank in the
most concerning quartile on four of the five underlying
gauges. Four more (Mississippi, Florida, New Mexico,
and Missouri) rank in the most concerning quartile on
three gauges. Six (Idaho, South Carolina, South Dakota,
Montana, Georgia, and North Carolina) rank in the most
concerning quartile on two gauges, and the remaining
high-priority state (Arkansas) ranks in the most
concerning quartile on only one gauge. Rankings on the
Student and Family Characteristics gauge most closely
parallel the rankings on the Rural Education Priority
gauge, with 10 of the states in the Leading quartile

on the Rural Education Priority gauge also placing in
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the most concerning quartile on Student and Family
Characteristics. Eight of the Leading quartile states on
the Rural Education Priority gauge placed in the most
concerning quartile on the Access to Supports for
Well-Being gauge; six placed in the most concerning
quartile on the Access to Educational Policy gauge; five
placed in the most concerning quartile on the Rural
Education Footprint gauge; and four placed in the most
concerning on the Educational Outcomes gauge.

In the Notable (lowest priority) quartile on the Rural
Education Policy Priority gauge, no state ranked

in the least concerning quartile on all five of the
underlying gauges, and only four states (Rhode Island,
Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Jersey) ranked
in the least concerning quartile on four of the five
underlying gauges—for all four states, the Educational
Policy gauge was the single gauge ranking for which
they were not in the lowest priority quartile. A total

of 36 states plus the group of BIE schools ranked in
the highest-priority quartile on at least one of the five
gauges. Clearly, every state has rural education issues
that need to be addressed. The Access to Supports
for Well-Being gauge most closely parallels Notable
rankings on the Rural Education Priority gauge. Ten

of 13 states ranking in the Notable quartile on the
Rural Education Priority gauge also ranked in the least
concerning quartile on the Access to Supports for
Well-Being gauge. The takeaway from this finding is
unmistakable: states that have the greatest need for
attention from policymakers to address rural student
and family needs—based upon the five gauges that,
collectively, represent both demographic givens and
contexts created and maintained through policy
decisions—serve a student population with less access
to non-academic supports that contribute to academic
success and overall well-being than lower priority
states. These states (and others) must look more
broadly at education issues and marshal policy and
practice to address equity issues beyond traditional
schooling factors.
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States that have the greatest
need for attention from
policymalkers to address rural
student and family needs
serve student populations with
less access to non-academic
supports that contribute to
academic success and overall
well-being.

As in past reports, there were a few cases where
states ranked very high or very low on one gauge

but consistently the opposite on other gauges. Two
examples: Nevada ranked 43rd on Rural Education
Footprint but 3rd on Educational Outcomes and 1st
on Access to Supports for Well-Being. Vermont, on
the other hand, ranked 8th on the Rural Education
Footprint gauge but 48th on Educational Policy
Context and 46th on Access to Supports for Well-
Being. So, in Nevada, rural students represent only a
small proportion of the total public-school enrollment
in the state, offer limited access to learning and
development supports, and produce lower academic
outcomes than most other states. In Vermont, rural
students represent a majority of the total public-school
enrollment, attend schools operating in a relatively
favorable policy context, and have greater access to
non-academic supports.

Conclusions and
Implications

Over 7.8 million students are enrolled in rural school
districts, 16.7% of all public-school students in the
United States. Roughly one in seven of those rural
students live in households experiencing poverty, and
many have limited access to school psychologists or
school counselors in their schools or primary care
clinicians in their communities.

The results published in this report should
communicate clearly to policymakers that they cannot
dismiss or ignore the challenges experienced by rural
schools and the students they serve, nor disregard
what those challenges mean to state and United
States-wide goals of improving achievement and
increasing access to opportunities and supports for

all students, especially those impacted by educational
and spatial inequities. Viewed in the context of the full
series of Why Rural Matters reports dating to 2000, the
urgency of this message is even more pronounced.

Rural education tends to be less visible in many states
where education policy is dominated by a focus on
highly visible metropolitan problems. More than half
of all rural students live in just 12 states, including
states with large urban populations and high-profile
urban school districts that claim the attention of the
public and their elected officials (e.g., Texas, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, New York, Virginia, Michigan). More than
2.5 million rural students attend school in a state
where they constitute less than 20% of the public-
school enroliment.
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The Bottom Line

As reflected in this and the larger series of Why

Rural Matters reports, challenges to rural schools and
communities persist due to a host of issues related

to educational and spatial inequities. As the Access

to Supports for Well-Being gauge indicates, these
challenges are compounded by a lack of access

to resources and infrastructure that are integral to
enhancing student well-being and ensuring that

all children are well positioned to learn, grow, and
develop. As we continue with post-pandemic recovery
and address the longer-term effects of its impact,
policymakers, practitioners, and community members
must collaborate to define and act on what it means
to provide a public education that meets the needs

of students and families and prepares students for

life beyond PK-12 schooling, including college and
career readiness as well as engaged citizenship. These
challenges and their regional patterns recur throughout
the series of reports, despite changes in the specific
indicators are present everywhere and especially
intense in some regions (e.g., the Southeast, Southwest,
and parts of Appalachia). As we have stated before,
we know what the challenges are, and we know where
they are felt most intensely; what is needed is the will
to address them.
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Updates to the Definition of Rural

DANIEL SHOWALTER, Eastern Mennonite University
Professor, Mathematical Sciences
Program Director of Mathematics and Computer Science

This topical essay examines how the locale codes of
schools and districts in the United States have been
redefined by the United States Census Bureau as

well as the implications of those changes for data
included in this report. In particular, we note here (1)
how changes have influenced the number and percent
of rural districts, schools, and students; and (2) the
characteristics of the districts, schools, and students
that are newly designated as rural.

Changes to the definition of rur

Every 10 years, the United States conducts a
constitutionally-mandated Census. Part of this process
is a reevaluation of the criteria for an area to be
considered urban, and changes to these criteria directly
affect which areas are rural (for Census purposes,
“rural” is anything that is not urban). After the 2020
Census, three main adjustments were made to the
definition of urban :
¢ The minimum population needed to qualify as urban
was raised from 2,500 to 5,000 people, with an addi-
tional possibility of meeting this threshold with 2,000
housing units.

¢ Density for determining urban areas is now based on
housing units rather than population.

¢ The previous distinction between urbanized areas
and urban clusters was removed.

An example of a district
previously classified as rural,
now as town.

Menomonie Area School District, Wisconsin.
Menomonie is a town of about 16,000, located in the
west central region of Wisconsin, about 60 miles due
east of St. Paul, Minnesota. As of SY 2020-21, the
Menomonie Area School District had eight schools,
three of which were designated as town-distant, three
as rural-fringe, and two as rural-distant. By SY 2023-
24, the town boundary of Menomonie had grown to
include Menomonie High School (see Figure 1). This
reclassified Menomonie High from rural-fringe to
town-distant, which was enough to shift the plurality
of the district from rural to town, although the locale
classification of the other seven schools in the district
remained unchanged.
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Figure 1. Locale classification of Menomonie High AI'I. example Of a district

School in SY 2020-21 (top) and SY 2023-24 (bottom). . . pe
Green represents rural, blue represents town. https:// prev1ously ClaSSIﬁed as

nces.ed.gov/programs/maped/LocaleLookup/ suburban, now as rural.

Elmore County, Alabama. In SY 2020-21, EImore County
was classified as suburban-fringe due to a plurality of
their students attending school in a suburban-fringe
location. Of the 16 schools in EImore County District, 11
had the same locale classification in SY 2023-24 as they
did three years prior. However, due to overcrowding at
Wetumpka Middle School (in town-fringe), the district
opened a new school in Fall 2022—Redland Middle
School—which was located in a rural-distant area.
Holtville Elementary, Holtville Middle, and Holtville

High all shifted from rural-fringe to rural-distant.
Coosada Elementary School, previously classified

as suburban-fringe due to its proximity to Millbrook,

AL was reclassified as rural-fringe when the updated
Census definitions came into effect. Because of these
combined factors, the plurality of the 11,820 students

in Elmore County now attend school in a rural-distant
location. See Figure 2.

Figure 2. EImore county locales for SY 2023-24. Color
ramp: green is rural, blue is town, orange is suburb,
purple is urban. nces.ed.gov/programs/maped/

LocalelLookup/
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How do these chzs
the data on rural
Rather than just looking at rural vs. non-rural, we
can get a more complete picture by looking at the
changes between the four main locales: city, suburban,
town, and rural. Table 9 breaks down the 13,401 public
PK-12 districts by current locale (SY 2023-24) and
the locale in which they were classified in Why Rural
Matters 2023.
TABLE 9. CHANGES IN NUMBER OF DISTRICTS BY LOCALE FROM 2020-21 TO 2023-24
City Suburban Town Rural Total
2020-21 Locale City 784 25 7 3 819
Suburban 44 2,742 132 140 3,058
(# Students)
Town 10 21 1,552 800 2,383
Rural 8 104 225 6,783 7,120

Cells highlighted in orange show the districts that were previously classified as rural but are now classified as a
different locale (337 in all). The states with the most districts no longer classified as rural were Texas (33), Ohio
(31, Michigan (21), and New York (19). Cells highlighted in pink show districts that are newly classified as rural as

of this report (943 in all). States with the most districts becoming rural were TX (90), IL (66), CA (56), OH (51), OK
(43), MI (40), and PA (38). In terms of percent, states where new rural districts make up the largest portion of all
districts are Mississippi (17.4%), Louisiana (14.5%), Vermont (12.6%), and Utah (12.2%). The imbalance of 337 districts
changed from rural to a different locale and 943 districts changed to rural is the biggest reason for the increase in
over half of a million students in rural districts.

At the school level, there were also more schools that were newly classified as rural (3,875 schools) than those that
are no longer rural (2,602 schools), although the shift was not quite as substantial as at the district level. School
locale shifts are shown in Table 10.
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TABLE 10: CHANGES IN NUMBER OF SCHOOLS BY LOCALE FROM 2020-21 TO 2023-24

City Suburban Town Rural Total
2020-21 Locale City 21,594 295 54 136 22,079
Suburban 679 25,577 785 855 27,896
(# Students)
Town 118 149 8,201 2,884 11,352
Rural 388 1,160 1,054 22,791 25,393
9 0 09
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Finally, we can also zoom in to the student level. Table 11 shows the number of students in each major locale in SY

2023-24 as well as the respective numbers for the same districts as reported in Why Rural Matters 2023. These
numbers paint a much richer picture than the simple statistic that there are now 500,000 more students in rural
districts. The reality is that there are actually about 1.6 million newly-classified rural students and 1.1 million students

who were formerly classified as rural but no longer are.

TABLE 11. CHANGES IN NUMBER OF STUDENTS BY DISTRICT FROM 2020-21 TO 2023-24

City Suburban Town Rural Total
2020-21 Locale City 13,636,537 238,244 23,881 32,223 13,930,885
Suburban 641,219 18,509,136 462,368 453,148 20,065,871
(# Students)
Town 63,336 102,546 3,930,242 1,113,101 5,209,225
Rural 92,601 511,689 581,994 6,199,175 7,385,459

Final Words

As this section shows, a large number of districts now have a new locale classification. While this may not change

their identity or day-to-day experiences, the changes may have implications for funding qualifications, reporting

measures, and research that rely on these classifications.

Recommended Citation: Showalter, D. (2025). Updates to the definition of rural. In D. Showalter, S.L. Hartman, K.
Eppley, J. Johnson & B. Klein. Why rural matters 2025: People, place, and possibility (pp. 56-59). National Rural
Education Association.
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Understanding the American Indian
Education Landscape in the United States

ALEX RED CORN (sAzaza/Osage), University of Kansas
Director and Associate Professor, Indigenous Studies Program
Associate Vice Chancellor, Office of Sovereign Partnerships and Indigenous Initiatives

As Why Rural Matters 2025 notes, 90% of the Bureau
of Indian Education (BIE) schools are in rural areas.
For comparison, no U.S. state has even 80% of their
schools in rural areas (Montana is closest, at 77%).
Thus, a discussion about students from Native Nations
in this rural education policy report is long overdue.

In recent years the field of rural education has started
making a concerted effort to acknowledge and
address the overlapping and shared interests with

the field of Indigenous education. This effort stems
from the rising visibility and acknowledgement that
historic policies of forced removal and relocations have
created a geographic context in which Native Nations
and their citizens are often attending schools in rural
communities. With more attention on these shared
rural characteristics, there is a corresponding need to
deepen our collective understanding of the unique
characteristics of systems of education specific to
Indian Country. Specifically, it is helpful to understand
the unique political status of Native Nations (i.e. tribal

sovereignty, federal trust responsibility, etc.), and how
this unfolds across systems. Here, | offer a primer for
understanding systems of education found across
Indian Country to help educators and policymakers
who work with rural Native communities and Nations
improve our learning environments for the benefit

of all.

Generally speaking, through the treaty making process
the United States of America has acknowledged the
unigue sovereign status of 574 federally recognized
Native Nations, which in turn means that their citizens
are part of a political class—not simply a race or
ethnicity. Yet, simultaneously these tribal citizens are
also citizens of their states and the United States.
However, our educational systems at all levels have
historically done little to prepare people with the
foundational knowledge to understand what this
means. In turn, this means that most of our teachers,
educational leaders, and policymakers are often
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ill-prepared to understand the complexities of what
many call “Indian Education”—whether it’s in rural
contexts, or not.

First, while the term “education” often elicits brick

and mortar schools full of classrooms with desks,
projectors, and white boards, Native Nations had
systems of learning to prepare their people for life in
their communities long before Europeans showed up
in what is now called the Americas. These systems
have endured in and continue to evolve in many

ways, but they are often referred to as “traditions” or
“ceremonies” and often problematically considered

to be “informal” education. These traditions and
ceremonies are quite formal, and while historic policies
were focused on assimilation and cultural erasure (e.g.
boarding schools mandating English and forbidding
Native languages or cultural practices), these systems
of teaching and learning through traditions and
ceremonies endured outside of these new Eurocentric
systems. In other words, while stereotypes tend to
emphasize Indigenous peoples as only people of the
past, and not of the present, Native Nations continue to
endure, and many cases, thrive.

¢ Native American Boarding School Coalition

boardingschoolhealing.org/education/
us-indian-boarding-school-history

¢ National Congress of the American Indians

archive.ncai.org/about-tribes

¢ National Indian Education Association

niea.org/native-education-101-1

Second, unique educational systems exist for Native
Nations and their citizens because promises were
made through the treaty making process, and those
governmental contracts still endure. Specifically, the
United States was forcibly taking the lands of Native
Nations to make way for expansion for new states,
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and these same lands are taxed to feed U.S. systems

of education. Yet, in those negotiations promises were
made by the U.S. Government to provide educational
services (among other things). Through a complicated
legal history, this is often referred to as the federal trust
responsibility.

The most well-known affiliated system stemming

from these treaty and trust obligations is the Bureau
of Indian Education (BIE) in the U.S. Department

of the Interior. This is a modern continuation of the

old boarding school system that was focused on
assimilation and cultural erasure, albeit, repurposed
with a vision and mission focused on culturally relevant
education. As they describe on their website:

Currently, there are 183 Bureau-funded elementary
and secondary schools on 64 reservations in

23 states, serving approximately 40,000 Indian
students. Of these, 55 are BIE-operated and 128
are tribally controlled under BIE contracts or
grants. The Bureau also funds or operates off-
reservation boarding schools and peripheral
dormitories near reservations for public school
students. The BIE also serves American Indian and
Alaska Native post-secondary students through
higher education scholarships and support funding
for tribal colleges and universities. The BIE directly
operates two post-secondary institutions: the
Haskell Indian Nations University in Lawrence,
Kansas, and the Southwestern Indian Polytechnic
Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico. (Para. 4)

However, while the more well-known histories are about
treaty making and removal (to rural locations), what is
less understood is that in the 1950s and 60s the United
States Government created policies and programs
aimed at termination of tribal sovereignty, with an
emphasis on urban relocation programs. During this
era, the focus was on moving citizens of Native Nations
away from rural reservations and blending them into
the urban workforce. This resulted in a significant
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demographic shift which is apparent in today’s school
enrollment statistics: Approximately 7% of American
Indian/Alaska Native students attend BIE schools,
while the other 93% attend state-run public schools.
In other words, most of the 574 federally recognized
Native Nations in the United States do not have a
close affiliation with a BIE school in their community.
The result is, while the BIE is a heavy direct influence
on education of Indian Country with wide reach, the
ongoing movements and migrations of Native peoples
and families create a much more complex and dynamic
set of systems, spanning diverse geographies and
place-based contexts.

Sometimes American Indian and Alaska Native (Al/
AN) students are attending a rural BIE school run by
their Nation through 638 contracts, and sometimes a
rural “border town” just off the reservation is run by
the state but has 25-50% Al/AN enrollments. In other
contexts, large intertribal urban Indian communities
have formed over generations with individuals that
move between all of the above communities for cultural
sustenance (e.g., urban Indian centers formed in
Minneapolis, Chicago, Phoenix, etc.). Regardless, those
treaty and trust obligations remain. So, in order for
the federal government to fulfill these obligations, the
United States Government created unigue programs
that were more flexible to operate beyond simply

BIE contexts.

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires that
local school districts consult with tribal authorities
across many Title programs. Most known is Title

VI, Indian Education, which are formula grants for
local education agencies (LEA)s that have at least

10 American Indian/Alaska Native (Al/AN) students.
These programs are administered by the Office of
Indian Education in the United States Department of
Education (not the BIE in the DOI) and are most often
funneled through LEAs. However, Indian Education
consultation policies stretch beyond Title VI in

ways that are often overlooked or misunderstood,

particularly for districts that meet unique qualifications
(see ESEA sections 1111 and 8538).

As an example, The Washington Office of
Superintendent of Public Instruction does a good job
of explaining how “ESSA Tribal Consultation is required
by all districts receiving Title VI Indian Education Grant
Awards of more than $40,000 and/or that have Native
American student population of over 50% (ESEA
section 1111¢a)(1)(A)). Tribal consultation is required

for all Title programs covered by ESSA, not solely Title
VI - Indian Education.” They then list the other title
programs relevant to tribal consultation found in ESSA:

e Title I, Part A (Improving Basic Programs Operated
by State and Local Education Agencies)

e Title I, Part C (Education of Migratory Children)

e Title |, Part D (Prevention and Intervention Programs
for Children and Youth who are Neglected,
Delinquent, or At-Risk)

e Title I, Part A (Supporting Effective Instruction)

e Title lll, Part A (English Language Acquisition,
Language Enhancement, and Academic
Achievement Act)

e Title IV, Part A (Student Support and Academic
Enrichment (SSAE) Grants)

e Title IV, Part B (21st Century Community Learning
Centers [21st CCLC))

e Title V, Part B, Subpart 2 (Rural and Low-Income
School Program)

e Title VI, Part A, Subpart 1 (Indian Education Formula
Grants to LEASs)

Additionally, Michigan Department of Education’s
Indigenous Education Initiative created a Tribal
Consultation Guidebook, in which they also reference
Title VII (Impact Aid), and Title VIII (Affected LEAS).
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Furthermore, the Office of Indian Education makes it
clear on their program page that the intention of these
formula funds are to “Supplement-Not-Supplant”. They
describe:

ESEA Section 6114(c)(1) requires a grantee to use
these grant funds only to supplement the funds that,
in the absence of these Federal funds, such agency
would make available for services described in this
application, and not to supplant such funds.

¢ Michigan'’s Indigenous Education Initiative Tribal

Consultation Guidebook Indigenous-education-

initiative.paperturn-view.com/mde-Indigenous-
education-initiative-tribal-consultation-guide-
book?pid=MzU358621&p=19&v=6.4

¢ Washington Office of Superintendent of Public In-

struction Tribal Consultation Page ospi.k12.wa.us/

student-success/access-opportunity-education/
native-education/tribal-consultation

This unique trust relationship and political status is also
why the National Indian Education Study (NIES) exists,
issuing a report every 2-4 years based on research in
15 states with high AI/AN concentrations (contingent
upon funding). In recent years they also have issued
an important “Setting the Context” document to
address oversimplified interpretations of the data.

This study is also closely associated with the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), but in
addition to Grade 4 and Grade 8 NAEP statistics for
Al/AN students, the NIES also collects survey data
from the students, teachers, and school administrators
to gain more context around the typical Grade 4 and
Grade 8 academic performance indicators. A quick
keyword search for “rural” in the latest NIES report
would also reveal the high proportionality of Al/AN
students in rural contexts. Additionally, while there is

a PDF report issued, the Data Explorer can isolate Al/
AN student statistics to see specific results related to
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survey responses, including BIE schools, low-density
(under 25% Al/AN enroliments), and high-density (over
25% Al/AN enrollments). Overall, these overlapping
programs that move between tribal, federal, state,

and local agencies represent a complex network of
programming that can vary widely depending on the
local geographies and capacities.

But third, these systems create some confusing issues
surrounding data and data infrastructures. With the
rapidly evolving data sovereignty movement across
Indian Country, there are increasing demands for Native
Nations being involved in the data collection and
infrastructures as they pertain to their own citizens.

A deep conversation about this movement is beyond
the scope of this essay, but in short, the history of
data collection and research about Al/AN students has
mostly been built around the priorities of the state and
federal governments—not those of Native Nations. But
with the variety of programming mentioned above,
which has also invoked the involvement of student
information systems (SIS) vendors, there are some
frustrating inaccuracies related to Al/AN students’
data. Specifically, issues have been found with 1) the
varied definitions of Al/AN across the many programs
intended to deliver education to Native students and
communities (i.e. Title VI, BIE, Office of Management
and Budget/Census, and Native Nations all have
varied definitions of citizenship and what it means to
be Al/AN); 2) there is a massive undercount of AlI/AN
students when considering students who are muilti-
racial and/or Hispanic (upwards of 70% across the
United States are not typically reported); and 3) since
tribal affiliation is not required in most states, most
LEAs cannot readily tell local Native Nations who of
their kids they have an how they are doing. Some states
such as Oklahoma have recently started mandating
collection of tribal affiliations, and the OMB has
recently held listening sessions on this topic, creating
a ripple effect of evolving conversations amongst
other states and SIS vendors - but these are relatively
new developments. Furthermore, this is leading to
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innovations around state-tribal or tribal-LEA data
sharing agreements, so that state and local entities
can have a more productive relationship with their
local Native Nations.

Resources

* National Indian Education Study 2019
nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/
publications/studies/pdf/2021018.pdf

* Indigenous Education State Leaders Network

Indigenous Students Count Project

air.org/Indigenous-students-count
¢ WestED Tribal Data Collection and Governance

Principles of Practice and Partnerships

wested.org/resource/tribal-data-collection-
and-governance-principles-of-practice-and-
partnerships

» CARE Principles for Indigenous Data

Governance
gida-global.org/care
* University of Arizona Native Nations Institute

and Indigenous Data Sovereignty and

Governance
nni.arizona.edu/our-work/research-policy-
analysis/Indigenous-data-sovereignty-
governance

In conclusion, the shared synergy developing

across rural and Indigenous education is a welcome
conversation and holds vast potential. As we move
forward and grow new and exciting relationships
across these ecosystems of professionals, it’s clear
that there is also a parallel need to take time to
engage in the technical complexity of these systems
where they overlap, so we can all more efficiently and
appropriately do the good work needed to improve
these systems for the benefit of all.

Recommended Citation: Red Corn, A. (2025).
Understanding the American Indian education
landscape in the United States. In D. Showalter, S.L.

Hartman, K. Eppley, J. Johnson & B. Klein. Why rural
matters 2025: People, place, and possibility (pp. 60-
64). National Rural Education Association.
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Rural Schools of Choice:
Virtual Charter Schools*

KAREN EPPLEY, Kansas State University,
Director of the Rural Education Center,
Associate Professor of Rural Education

Nearly every U.S. child experienced remote schooling
during the 2020-2021 school year. This unprecedented
shift in instructional delivery amplified existing spatial
inequities such as food insecurity and broadband
access in rural schools and communities. Schools

tried their “COVID best”**iil to meet children’s
instructional, social, and emotional needs online,

while also combating food insecurity and other basic
human needs. While COVID stressors were experienced
across rural, suburban, and metropolitan communities,
common characteristics of rural schools and
communities made rural places particularly vulnerable
to its negative impacts. Xxiv. xv

Compounding existing pre-COVID and COVID-
associated budgetary pressures, rural schools now
report dramatic increases in cyber *Vi charter school
enrollment. The prevalence of cyber charters in rural
communities, and their outsized fiscal impact on rural
schools demonstrates the ways that policy does not
manifest neutrally across space. The United States
Department of Education defines charter schools as
the following:

A charter school is a public school that operates
as a school of choice. Charter schools commit

to obtaining specific educational objectives in
return for a charter to operate a school. Charter
schools are exempt from significant state or local
regulations related to operation and management
but otherwise adhere to regulations of public
schools—for example, charter schools cannot
charge tuition or be affiliated with a religious
institution.
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Charter schools operate in a variety of modalities,
including as full virtual, face virtual (virtual with some
face-to-face options), supplemental virtual (face-to-
face with some virtual options), or not virtual. With
only a small handful of exceptions, a virtual or cyber
charter school is one that falls within either the full
virtual or face virtual category. In the 2023-2024
school year, there were 444,628 students attending

a virtual charter school. Over 50% (54.6%) of these
students were enrolled in a virtual charter school

in California, Ohio, Oklahoma, or Pennsylvania—all

of which are top 20 states for absolute numbers of
rural students. According to NCES Common Core of
Data, compared to 2019-2020, an additional 175,260
students in all locales across the United States
enrolled in virtual charter schools in the 2020-2021
school year. In Pennsylvania, cyber charter school
enrollments increased by nearly 60% over the same
year (Pennsylvania Office of the Auditor General, 2025,
p. 3). According to the Ohio Department of Education
and Workforce, the increase in enroliment in the state’s
community school e-schools was 50%. Other states
with significant COVID-associated charter enrollment
increases include Arizona, Michigan, South Carolina,
Georgia, Colorado, Indiana, and Florida. These seven
states are notable for COVID-associated charter
enrollment increases, but also because rural per pupil
spending in these seven states ranks in the lowest half
of all states in the 2025 Why Rural Matters report, with
rural per pupil spending in Arizona, Florida, and Indiana
in the bottom 10.

Rural districts are particularly vulnerable to charter-
associated costs, especially in states where charter
tuition is paid directly by school districts. But the
extent to which state policy mitigates the impact

of charter tuition stressors varies widely. For rural
districts, dollars paid to charter schools are typically
paid to virtual charters. For example, in 2019-2020,
rural Pennsylvania districts paid 90% of charter tuition
to cyber charters.

Alabama, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois,
lowa, Kentucky, Maryland, Massachusetts, Mississippi,
Missouri, Montana, New Jersey, New York, North
Dakota, Nebraska, South Dakota, Tennessee, Vermont,
Virginia, Washington, Wyoming

Source: United States Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core
of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/Secondary School
Universe Survey,” 2023-24.

Particularly in states with funding formulas favorable
to charter schools, cyber-associated costs can
threaten the ability of traditional rural schools to
provide programming for their students and, in some
cases, threaten the viability of rural districts. There

is ample evidence that cyber charters are a poor
return on investment. A 2025 audit of five cyber
charter schools in Pennsylvania (the state with the

5th most rural students in the United States) found:
“uncommon expenditures...that included spending
related to staff bonuses, gift cards, vehicle payments,
and fuel stipends.” **Viii According to the United States
Government Accountability Office, 31% of virtual
charter schools do not require students to interact with
a teacher in live-time, with programming that is fully
self-paced and asynchronous. Face-to-face options
including traditional schools and brick-and-mortar
charter schools uniformly and persistently outperform
cyber charters.

68—Topical Essays



TABLE 12: PROFICIENCY RATES IN MATH AND
READING 2018-2019

Math Reading
Proficiency  Proficiency
Traditional schools 46% 50%
Brick-and-mortar charters 39% 46%
Virtual charter schools 21% 41%

Source: GAO analysis of the Department of Education’s
EDFacts data. | GAO-22-104444

To receive a charter from an authorizing body, most
commonly a local school district, university, state, or
independent charter board, a charter school whether
brick and mortar or cyber must identify a specific
programmatic focus such as language learning, STEM,
or the arts. The approved charter is essentially a
performance contract between the charter school and
the authorizer, X% Xxxi pyt the likelihood and process
of charter revocation varies widely among states.
Cybers are publicly funded but exempt from some
regulations. For example, according to the Education
Commission of the States, in Wisconsin “Charter
schools are exempt from most state education laws,
regulations and policies unless explicitly provided.” *xii
A common example of an exempted regulation is the

internal appointment of charter school board members.

No state requires charter school board public elections.
Like all public schools, charter schools are required to
serve children who receive special education services
and supports. Likewise, every charter school has to
administer state achievement tests.

Although most states require that charter schools
be run by a non-profit such as a citizens group or
university, this often does not preclude the option
of the non-profit contracting with a for-profit
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management company to run the school. For-profit
management companies are typically responsible

for day-to-day operations, paid with public money
funneled through the non-profit group. According to
the United States Government Accountability Office,
“virtual schools may pose increased financial risks due
to challenges measuring attendance and—for charter
schools, specifically—contracts with management
organizations.” **Xiil Some state laws, like Oregon
explicitly allow for-profit management organizations.
The Education Commission of the States describes the
non-profit status of charter schools in Oregon as the
following:

An applicant to operate a charter school must
be a nonprofit organization and have applied to
qualify as a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organization.
Charter schools, including virtual charter schools,
are permitted to contract with for-profit entities
to provide services or facilities. XXXV, xxxv

In contrast, the Education Commission for the States
reports that Pennsylvania law X*Vi requires that
“Charter schools may not be operated by for-profit
entities.” However, this does not preclude the potential
for subcontracts. In cases where a charter contracts
with a for-profit education management organization,
as 42% of U.S. virtual charter schools do, ***Vii not only
does public money flow to a private entity, but financial
data is less accessible.

Charter law varies significantly from state to state.

In some states, charter schools may not be required
to spend special education-allotted tuition on the
provision of special education. ***Viii Charters may
not have to hold open school board meetings or

may not be required to meet the same reporting
requirements as traditional public schools. State laws
also require different levels of transparency regarding
expenditures, contracts, administrator salaries, and
general fund balances. For example, a 2023 audit by
the Pennsylvania Office of the Auditor General shows
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that the five Pennsylvania cyber charter schools
studied carried a combined general fund balance of
$619 million, a figure described as “excessive for public
school entities” in the report. XXX There are 14 virtual
charter schools in the state.

Indiana, ranked 19th in overall priority in Why Rural
Matters 2025, was ranked as the most charter-friendly
state by the National Alliance of Public Charter Schools
in 2020. Indiana offers multiple charter authorizing
bodies, high levels of state funding, and no caps on
charter school growth. The same organization rates
lowa, Wyoming, Alaska, Kansas and Maryland as the
least hospitable states for charters due to caps on
growth, charter oversight, and state funding models.
As of June 2025, only three states (Nebraska, South
Dakota and Vermont) don’t have charter school law:
there are no charter schools, brick and mortar or
virtual, in these three states. North Dakota is the most
recent adopter with in-person only charter schools
legalized as of Aug. 1, 2025, 33 years after Minnesota
established the first charter in 1992.

States with the heaviest charter enrollment footprints
as a total share of all public school students in the
2023-2024 school year can be seen in Table 13 for all
locales and all charter school types. Washington DC
(45.0%) and Arizona (20.7%) have the highest share,
while several states have less than 1% of their students
enrolled in a charter school: Alabama, lowa, Kansas,
Kentucky, Mississippi, Virginia, Washington, and West
Virginia. Across the United States, 8.0% of students
attending a public school in 2023-2024 were enrolled
in a charter school, up from 7.5% in 2021-2022. While
the increase from 2021-2022 to 2023-2024 is relatively
small, only 1.0% of students attended a charter school
in 2000-2001. Over 3.8 million students attended a
charter school in 2023-2024, compared to less than
450,000 students from 2000-2001—an increase of over
3.3 million students. However, charter funding policies
vary widely across states and a percentage share of
enrollment may not correlate with the fiscal impact in a
particular state, particularly for rural schools.

TABLE 13: HIGHEST CHARTER SCHOOL
ENROLLMENT AS A PERCENT OF TOTAL
FALL ENROLLMENT IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS ALL
CHARTER SCHOOL TYPES, 2023-2024

State, all % of total public
locales school share
DC 45.0%
AZ 20.7%
CO 14.9%
NV 14.8%
FL 13.8%
LA 13.8%
DE 13.0%
CA 12.2%
uT 11.6%
Mi 11.0%

Source: United States Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core
of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/Secondary School
Universe Survey,” 2023-24.

Funding formulas vary widely across states. Cyber
charter schools in South Carolina, for example, are
funded through the South Carolina Public Charter
School District and a standard per pupil allotment is
significantly less than both brick-and-mortar charters
and traditional schools in the state. Thus, state monies
do not pass through traditional school districts en
route to cyber charters. While virtual school budgets in
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South Carolina are not tied directly to traditional school
district budgets, cyber schools still reduce the total
share of public funds available to traditional schools.
Even though funds don’t pass through traditional
districts, charters still receive a share of state dollars
even though achievement and graduation rates lag
behind both brick-and-mortar charters and traditional
schools.X!

South Carolina’s state-centric formula contrasts with
policy in states like Pennsylvania. In Pennsylvania,
cyber tuition is based on the per-pupil spending

of each student’s home district. As a consequence,
every charter school receives significantly different
tuition payments for its students depending on the
per-pupil spending rate of their home district. For
example, according to a performance audit by the
Pennsylvania Department of the Auditor General, for a
student without an IEP, tuition ranges from $6,975 per
student up to $25,150. For students receiving special
education services and supports, tuition varies from
$18,329 to $60,166 regardless of the special education
services required. X!l This means cyber schools receive
significantly more tuition from some districts than
others for the same services, and in the case of special
education, the cyber charter school receives the same
special education tuition rate regardless of actual
spending on special education. While charter tuition

is partially funded via state per-pupil allocations,
traditional school districts are required to make up the
difference, which is a highly significant expenditure for
many rural school districts in the state. Further, there

is no difference in charter reimbursement rates for a
brick-and-mortar traditional school and a cyber charter
school. Cyber tuition is based on brick-and-mortar per-
pupil spending even though cyber charters have vastly
different expenses, such as facilities and transportation,
than a traditional school.

As of Aug. 1, 2025, 34 states have authorized virtual
charter schools. While charter schools are defined
by the U.S. Department of Education as “a school of
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choice,” cyber charters tend to be the only charter
option in rural communities. Brick-and-mortar charter
schools are far less common in rural communities

than in suburban and metropolitan, but they exist.
Pennsylvania, for example, has seven. Although KIPP
Delta is an important exception, for-profit charter
management organizations have demonstrated little
interest in establishing brick-and-mortar schools in
rural communities. Given per-pupil funding formulas,
low population densities common to rural communities
challenges the profitability of rural brick-and-mortar
charter schools. As of the 2023-2024 school year,
there were 7,722 brick and mortar charter schools. Of
these, only 10.5% were rural. Rural charter participation
is strongly associated with state-wide virtual cyber
charter schools.

Rural Locale % of total public | Rural Percent of all
school share Charters by Locale
Rural Fringe 500 schools 6.1 %
Rural Distant 225 schools 2.8 %
Rural Remote 131 schools 1.6 %
Total 856 10.5%

Source: United States Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core
of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/Secondary School
Universe Survey,” 2023-24.
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Although in many states, cyber enroliments and
associated costs to rural districts have dramatically
increased over time, cyber charter achievement data
lags behind all other school types. In many states, rural
schools are experiencing increasing financial pressure
of cyber charter enrollment that in many cases has
reached crisis proportions. Given smaller budgets and
the trend of inequitable funding for rural education,
rural districts are likely to feel this increase more
acutely. When two second graders in a rural class of
15 students enroll in a cyber charter school, the costs
of serving the remaining 13 second graders does not
reduce by two students. On the other hand, the per-
pupil allotment the traditional school district formerly
received does reduce. Charter school data, alongside
many of the indicators of the 2025 Why Rural Matters
report illustrates the ways that rural schools operate
under different conditions than (often) larger and
better funded districts. Virtual charter school policy
change is critically needed in many states if policy is
to equitably support challenges faced by small rural
schools - especially challenges like school funding
formulas that over-rely on the local tax base, and relief
from increasing cyber charter tuition payments.

Recommended Citation: Eppley, K. (2025). Rural
schools of choice: Virtual charter schools. In D.
Showalter, S.L. Hartman, K. Eppley, J. Johnson & B.
Klein. Why rural matters 2025: People, place, and
possibility (pp. 65-70). National Rural Education
Association.
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Teacher Preparation:
A Foundation for Rural

School Success

SARA L. HARTMAN, Ohio University

Professor, The Gladys W. and David H. Patton College of Education

Associate Dean, University College

In response to persistent teacher shortages, especially
in rural communities, nearly every state in the past
five years has relaxed guidelines and requirements for
teacher licensure. These policy changes are especially
tricky when considered within the context of hard-
to-staff positions in rural schools. Research suggests
that the relaxing of standards typically circumvents
rigorous, high-quality preparation programs and thus
contributes to declining teacher quality and increased
school. Xlil. xliil This strategy also overlooks an important
fact that holds particular relevance for rural schools:
teachers who complete university-based educator
preparation programs are much less likely to leave the
profession than those who enter through alternative
licensure pathwaysX!v. xIv, xvi A |ongstanding body

of research confirms that teacher quality is the most
significant in-school factor influencing both student

learning and well-being. XIVil. xViil pglicies that dilute
educator preparation standards, such as easing
licensure requirements or expanding alternative
pathways, risk lowering the quality of the instruction
students receive, particularly in rural schools where the
effects of such changes can be magnified.

At the same time, rural teacher shortages present an
urgent need to serve rural students. The challenge,
then, is how states can ensure access to well-prepared,
high-quality teachers while also meeting immediate
staffing needs? Does the urgent demand for teachers
require rural schools to compromise on quality? The
answer should be a resounding no. Yet for decades

a range of solutions have been implemented with
uneven or limited success. Teacher quality matters,
and efforts that reduce funding and support for
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university-based preparation programs run counter to
what research reveals about attracting and retaining
high-quality educators in rural schools. As legislative
debates continue across the United States about how
to get more teachers into classrooms, one fact must
stay at the forefront: strong, comprehensive teacher
preparation is not optional for rural school success—it
is foundational.

Persistent challenges in recruiting and retaining
teachers in rural schools have long threatened the
quality and stability of education in rural communities,
particularly in some key areas like special education,
STEM education, world languages, career and technical
education, teachers of multilingual learners, and
teachers of Advanced Placement courses. XX I Rural
special education teacher shortages are critical and
have been for decades. i Educators across the United
States continue to leave the profession at alarming
rates, with close to 30% of teachers leaving rural public
schools that experience high community poverty rates.
lii \When rural teachers leave, their replacements tend to
be less experienced. This is especially true for students
attending schools with high levels of community
poverty and for students who identify as Black, Latinx,
and American Indian!V. v

Teachers report general job dissatisfaction as a
primary reason for leaving, alongside lack of classroom
autonomy and lack of input into decision making.Vi
Vil Indeed, between 2021 and 2023, 18 states passed
legislation limiting how and what teachers can

teach in their classrooms, a number that is likely to
have increased since 2023Vl Other factors include
low teacher compensation, burnout, rising student
needs in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic,
requirements for testing/accountability measures,
insufficient support for students requiring additional
learning resources, and even the lack of support from
teachers’ families in choosing teaching as a career

pathway. Xit. il Eor rural educators, these stressors are
also compounded by issues of spatial inequity such as
geographic isolation, limited access to healthcare, and
fewer professional development opportunities.

Despite these challenges, teaching in rural schools
offers significant benefits that also make them
desirable schools for new and veteran teachers V. Ixv
Research about why teachers choose to stay in rural
schools finds that teacher retention is closely linked
to strong relationships, particularly those connected
to teachers’ commitment to students, opportunities
for leadership and collaboration, deep connections

to communities and families, and strong professional
support systems.*Vi Many rural schools are also known
for leveraging partnership strategies to provide
creative, wraparound services for students, even
when financial and human resources are limited.xVi
Rural teachers are dedicated to the well-being of their
students, yet, rural students and their communities
need more than committed teachers, they deserve
highly qualified and well-supported ones, too. XVii. Ixix

The shift toward relaxed state preparation standards
and expanded alternative certification options weakens
the quality of teacher preparation and compromises
teacher effectiveness in rural communities. These
initiatives call into question dubious methods of
recruiting and retaining rural teachers, methods that
do not address the challenges that truly underlay the
reasons individuals do not choose to enter or stay in
the teaching profession. Below are examples of five
state trends likely to have particularly negative impacts
on rural schools. While these five states are highlighted,
these policies can be seen, in part, across many states
and locales, all with the potential to reduce teacher
quality in rural schools.
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Permitting individuals to obtain teaching

positions without first earning a college degree.

e Arizona, ranked 2nd on the last two Why Rural
Matters reports and in the top 11 for all Why Rural
Matters editions, passed Senate Bill 1159 in 2022
allowing anyone who is enrolled in any college in

any major to serve as the teacher of record. X

e Florida, ranked 4th on the 2025 Why Rural
Matters highest priority list, recently enacted
legislation allowing military veterans to obtain a
five-year temporary teaching license without a

college degree. *xi

Lowering the standards required for content

knowledge in obtaining a teaching license.

* Missouri, also in the top 10 highest priority
list in the last two Why Rural Matters reports,
is lowering the required GPA for content
certification from 3.0 to 2.5 (a C+ grade point
average), effective for new certifications starting
in July 2025. *Xii This change has the potential to
diminish content area knowledge in areas such
as history, math, literature, and science in favor
of a larger, less prepared pool of teachers to fill

classroom vacancies.

Allowing licensure acquisition via programs that
are not associated with institutions of higher
education (non-IHE affiliated programs/non-
university based).

* Texas, a state with more rural students (734,699)
than any other state in Why Rural Matters 2025,
reported over 41 non-affiliated institutions of
higher education (IHE) licensure programs in
2022, accounting for 68% of enrollment in edu-
cator preparation programs in the state. *Xiii This
number is growing in other states as well, creat-
ing significant concerns about teacher quality.
Many of these programs are offered entirely on-
line, creating additional concerns around quality

clinical experiences.
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4. Collapsing licensure grade levels into large
generalized bands.
* Ohio, which per Why Rural Matters 2025 has

more rural students than all but three other
states, recently revised its teacher licensure
structure to combine primary education
(preschool-Grade 5 generalist licensure) and
middle childhood (Grades 4-9 licensure in two
content areas) bands into a single, expansive
preschool through Grade 8 license. XXV This
change places an enormous burden on educator
preparation programs, which are now expected
to prepare candidates to effectively teach
preschoolers to 8th Grade—an expectation
that is deeply concerning for quality teacher

preparation.

Creating alternative licensure regulations for
certain types of schools.
* |daho, ranked 5th in highest priority in the 2025

Why Rural Matters report, created an alternative
licensure pathway in 2022 that applies only to
charter schools. € The charter school teaching
license cannot be transferred to employment

in an Idaho public school and cannot be used
for special education, calling into question why
teachers would be qualified enough for a charter
school but not a public school. (To learn more
about charter schools, see the special section
on charter schools in the 2025 Why Rural
Matters report).

A growing body of research affirms that teacher
salaries play a critical role in both recruitment and
retention, which directly impacts teacher quality
and the long-term success of teacher preparation
efforts. Xxv. Ixxvi, Ixxvii gtates identified as highest

priority in the last two Why Rural Matters reports
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tend to offer some of the lowest adjusted teacher

Y 4
-

salaries: Missouri, Oklahoma, Mississippi, South

Dakota, and South Carolina. Low salaries have

long compound difficulties facing rural schools

with attracting and retaining well-prepared
educators xviil, Xxix Taple 15 highlights the 20
states with the lowest adjusted teacher salaries

and compares them to their overall Why Rural

Matters 2025 priority rankings.

TABLE 15: LOWEST 20 ADJUSTED TEACHER
SALARIES COMPARED TO 2025 WHY RURAL
MATTERS PRIORITY RANKING

Adjusted 5 salary 2025 WRM
Teacher
Rank EN¢
Salary
TN $ 76,757 14 29
Wi $76,823 15 37
MI $ 78,937 16 24
OR $ 79,039 17 26
TX* $79,213 18 14
MT* $ 80,065 19 10
FL* $ 80,295 20 4

‘:_::':;::' 2025 Salary 2025 WRM
Salary Rank Rank

AR* $ 54,242 1 11
MO* $ 64,800 2 7
oK* $ 70,080 3 1
MS* $70,470 4 3

IL $ 70,508 5 32
IN* $ 71,007 6 19
ND $ 71,454 7 22
co $71,990 8 26
SD* $ 72,060 9 9
scx $72,510 10 8
ID* $73,575 11 5
Wv* $ 73,887 12 15
KS $ 74,472 13 28

*Denotes states in the Top 20 highest priority state

ranking

Rural Early Childhood Teachers
Teachers in birth-to-age-five settings have long

received some of the lowest salaries in the profession,
making it difficult to staff these positions with highly
qualified, licensed educators. *** Too often, early

learning teachers are professionally devalued, or their

positions are viewed as temporary steppingstones to

higher-paid positions teaching older students.Xxxi, Ixxxii,

Ixxxiii However, decades of research emphasize the Rural

Education Footprint of early childhood education in

laying the foundation for long-term academic success.
Ixxxiv, Ixxxv, Ixxxvi Tagchers in rural early childhood

classrooms play a critical role in identifying children

who need early learning interventions that are essential

for future school success. Without well-prepared,

licensed teachers in these roles, rural children’s needs

are more likely to go unidentified and unmet.

In both the 2023 and 2025 Why Rural Matters reports,
the percentage of children attending public preschool

has been reported in the support for learning gauge.
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Public preschool teachers are typically required to be
fully licensed, are paid on the same salary scale as K-12
educators, and receive the same employee benefits.
Ixxxvii Consequently, this indicator has been included to
highlight the Rural Education Footprint of high-quality
instruction and equitable working conditions in early
childhood education. Children in public preschools are
more likely to be taught by teachers who are licensed
to teach preschool. Extremely low enrollment in public
preschool may signal a lack of investment in early
childhood education, especially when those states
also have a high priority rank in Why Rural Matters.
For example, Montana enrolls fewer children in public
preschool than any other state and is among the ten
highest-priority states in Why Rural Matters 2025. Idaho
ranks third lowest in public preschool enrollment and
fifth in overall priority, while Mississippi ranks eleventh
in public preschool enroliment and third overall in the
Why Rural Matters 2025 rankings. All three of these
states are also among the top twenty with the lowest
adjusted teacher salaries. In contrast, Connecticut
enrolls almost 58% of its children in public preschool—
one of the highest rates in the United States —and
ranks 47th on the Why Rural Matters priority list. While
there are varying and complex conditions behind these
data points, what is clear is that rural early childhood
education matters, but is not being given adequate

or equitable attention in many rural communities.
Teachers in rural early care settings deserve fair
compensation for their expertise, and the children
they serve deserve access to highly qualified, licensed
educators who are well-prepared and committed to
early learning.

Eroding the quality of teacher training intensifies
inequities in rural schools by reducing students’ access
to high-quality learning. Potential strategies that
address teacher shortages while also maintaining high
standards for teacher preparation and the development
of high-quality teachers are discussed below. Given
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significant variation from one rural community context
to another, any potential strategies for the recruitment
and retention of rural teachers should recognize the
unigue characteristics of the community and school
where a strategy is to be applied.**Vii However,

some strategies show general promise for recruiting
teachers to rural areas, while others are more
impactful in retaining rural teachers.

Alternative Schedules

Many states have explored alternative school-day
schedules, most commonly shifting to a four-day
school week. The outcomes of these changes are
mixed. While the four-day model appears to support
efforts to recruit teachers to rural schools, it has not
consistently improved teacher retention over a five-
year period. XX parents have generally responded
positively to the change, with the notable exception
of families with children with disabilities. From the
families’ perspective, children with disabilities need a
five-day school week to receive needed supports
and services.

Community Driven and Place-Based

Many states have embraced grow-your-own programs
or residencies in partnership with accredited teacher
preparation programs. X< X¢il These initiatives maintain
the rigorous requirements of high-quality preparation
programs while offering tuition assistance, financial
compensation, and/or affordable housing for new
teachers who choose to teach in rural schools upon
the completion of their degrees. In this way, rural
schools are able to both recruit and retain highly-
qualified teachers in their communities.

Benefits and Compensation

Without question improving benefits and
compensation are correlated with both recruiting and
retaining teachers in rural schools. Unsurprisingly,
compensating teachers for their expertise and
responsibilities impacts their willingness to enter and
remain in the profession. Several states have enacted
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policies that significantly raise starting salaries while
also addressing pay equity for teachers who already
have many years of teaching experience. Other states
are expanding access to additional benefits such as
child care support, housing assistance, and educational
benefits for advanced licensure (such as national board
certification) and/or degree advancement.xcv

Classroom Support

Post Covid pandemic, across grade levels, teachers
have reported ever-increasing needs for supporting
students’ mental health and learning needs.xV
Teachers report classroom behaviors that are
increasingly difficult to address as the sole teacher in
a classroom. Some districts are increasing intervention
specialist positions as a means to meet the needs

of both students and teachers. The Rural Education
Footprint of this factor as it relates to teacher burnout
cannot be overstated. In a time of greater and greater
student learning needs, increased instructional
supports are crucial to meeting the needs of both
students and teachers.

Place-Based Professional Development

Both teacher preparation and school districts are
embracing place-based professional development
programs designed to support developing and

new rural teachers. **Vi For new teachers, these
programs are particularly impactful when they are
clearly separated from high-stakes new teacher
evaluations, which can diminish the intended benefits
of mentorship. For both teacher candidates and new
teachers, access to community-connected professional
development opportunities is correlated to teachers
who choose to stay in the teaching profession.xcVvii
xeviil, xcix Gjyen rural teachers’ access to professional
development is less than access in other locales, this
is an important mechanism for both preparing and
retaining rural teachers.

As states continue to invest in a multitude of strategies
for addressing teacher shortages, they often overlook

a key factor: teachers’ dissatisfaction is directly
connected to the recognition of their expertise and
professional judgment. A growing number of states

are enacting legislation that limits what and how
teachers can teach, contributing significantly to
teacher dissatisfaction—a leading reason many leave
the profession.© Although strategies like increasing
compensation, offering strong mentoring, and
supporting grow-your-own teaching programs are
important for valuing teachers and promoting equitable
working conditions, they are not sufficient on their
own. To truly address the teacher shortage, states must
invest in strong, research-based teacher preparation
programs that prepare educators to meet the diverse
and complex needs of today’s classrooms. Once in the
classroom, teachers must be trusted and respected

as professionals who are capable of making informed
decisions about what is appropriate for their students
and communities. Ignoring teachers’ concerns about
their treatment as professionals only serves to deepen
disparities in teacher quality, especially in rural schools.
Until these issues are addressed, teacher shortages will
persist and are likely to worsen. The bottom line is that
rural students deserve high-quality teachers who have
earned their licensure through rigorous, research-based
teacher preparation programs that fully equip them to
enter and stay in the profession.

Recommended Citation: Hartman, S.L. (2025). Teacher
preparation: A foundation for rural school success.

In D. Showalter, S.L. Hartman, K. Eppley, J. Johnson

& B. Klein. Why rural matters 2025: People, place,

and possibility (pp. 71-76). National Rural Education
Association.
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GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

Priority
Ranking

29

Alabama

In the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, Alabama
ranked 2nd in overall priority. In the current
report, its ranking has increased to 29th. Over
37% of Alabama’s students are rural, and only
six states have more rural students. Increases
in rural teachers’ salaries and instructional

per pupil expenditures contribute to a more
favorable policy context than in the 2023 Why
Rural Matters report. Nevertheless, significant
challenges persist. Nearly one in six rural

school-aged children live in homes with incomes
below the poverty line, and NAEP scores

are particularly low for Grade 8 reading and
math. With more than 370 rural students per
primary care clinician and almost 400 students
per school-based mental health professional,
supports for student well-being are of critical
concern.
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16.7%
Student and Family
Characteristics

Percent rural
school-aged
children
experiencing
poverty

Rural
instructional
expenditures
per pupil

Educational Outcomes
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Percent rural multilingual learners
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IMPORTANT

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

VERY IMPORTANT

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance

Percent rural enrollment in public preschool
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17.4% n
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$9.77 n
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$2.32 39
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RANK
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RANK

AL RANK 2 9
390 8
1.3% 43
3.5% 41
429% 29
372 7

Rural students per primary care clinician
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Alaska

Nearly two-thirds of Alaska’s schools are rural,
and of those rural schools, all are classified

Priority
Ranking

as remote. Alaska’s rural school communities
have among the highest percent of multilingual
learners in the United States and experience
relatively high rates of household mobility. Rural
districts in Alaska receive around $3.44 from
the state for every dollar raised locally, which

is among the best ratios in the United States.
Alaska’s teachers earn some of the highest

23

Major

salaries in the United States. On the other hand,
Alaska’s rural graduation rate is the lowest of any
U.S. state, and student access to health insurance
coverage is extremely low. Overall, while Alaska’s
Overall Priority Ranking is 23, the state has
moved from the middle to the top 10 in the Rural
Education Footprint and Student and Family
Characteristics gauges.
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Percent rural
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remote rural
district

Arizona

Arizona has been ranked 2" in overall priority in
each of the last two Why Rural Matters reports,
underscoring persistent challenges across the
state and highlighting the critical need for
targeted support. One in five rural school-aged
children live in homes with household income
below the poverty line, and 1in 10 have changed
primary residences in the past year. Only Texas
has a greater percentage of rural school-aged
children without health insurance coverage. The

L 18.7%

IMPORTANT

Percent rural schools
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Percent rural students
Number of rural students
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school-aged
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instructional
expenditures
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Educational Outcomes
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aged children
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84.5%

5

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score
Rural high school graduation rate
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Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score
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Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

Educational Policy Context gauge indicates a
crucial need for attention to funding. Arizona
has the seventh lowest per pupil spending on
instruction in rural schools among all states.
Specifically, rural students receive about

$2,000 on average less per student than their
peers in other states. Achievement in both Grade
8 math and reading is among the lowest in the
United States.

RANK
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Arkansas

More than half of Arkansas’ schools are rural.
Since the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, more
children, now almost one in five, live in homes
with household incomes below the poverty
line. As was true in the 2023 Why Rural Matters
report, teachers working in Arkansas’ rural
schools are still paid the lowest salaries among
rural teachers in the United States, making
around $29,000 less than the average adjusted
salary of rural teachers in other states. Salaries

Priority
Ranking

11

Leading

remain critically low even though the average
rural salary in the state has increased by $3,394
since the 2023 Why Rural Matters report. Nearly
1in 20 rural children in Arkansas are unhoused
and 7% do not have health insurance. In spite of
these documented needs, Arkansas’ per pupil
spending is very low compared to other states.
On average, rural students in other states receive
$2,000 more than rural students in Arkansas.

RANK
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schools 50 S(y Percent rural schools 50.5% 15
- Y Percent small rural districts 26.8% 33
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riority

. The addition of Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) on NAEP data, are very low, as are graduation rates,
Ranklng schools is new to Why Rural Matters. Although not with only 63.9% of students graduating from BIE high
every indicator could be reported, it’s clear that BIE schools. Nearly 15% of BIE students are unhoused.

schools face significant challenges. BIE schools are the
most rural by percent rural schools (89.7%) and percent
rural students (85.5%). Only five states have more
remote rural districts, and 92.9% of rural districts are
small. The small size of BIE schools is a clear strength,
as we know that school size is particularly protective for
students living in communities with high rates of school
community poverty. Educational outcomes, based

- RANK
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M ‘ RANK
w
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(D N/A. Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures N/A N/A
Median organizational scale (x100) N/A N/A
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are unhoused . 0 Percent rural children who are unhoused 14.7% 1
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0 Percent rural enrollment in public preschool N/A N/A
2 . 7 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 320 16
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16

California

Almost 200,000 students in California attend public
school in a rural community but only 13% of all schools
in the state are rural and these tend to be in relatively
small districts. Small rural California districts serve
diverse learners. There is a 44.2% chance that two
randomly chosen students in a rural school would
identify as different races or ethnicities. Only New

strong as a proportion of the state’s total spending on
education, with rural teacher pay among the highest
across the United States. Yet, California is among the
top ten priority states for its high number of rural
children who are unhoused (1in 20) and the high
number of students per school-based mental health
professional. Only three states had lower average Grade

Major
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Mexico has a higher percent of rural multilingual
learners. More than three in 20 rural California students
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8 NAEP Math scores.
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Student and Family
Characteristics

Colorado

Over 50,000 students attend rural schools in Colorado.
Most Colorado districts are small, and almost half are
remote. Colorado’s rural districts are some of the most
racially and ethnically diverse in the United States.
The rural districts in the state report a relatively high
percentage of multilingual learners as well as a high
number of students who change residences each

year. Teacher salaries in the state continue to be low,
though the average rural salary increased over $7,000
as compared to the 2023 Why Rural Matters report.
State funding matches local funding. For every dollar

IMPORTANT

raised from local tax dollars, the state contributes

one dollar, which signals relatively inequitable rural
school funding. The percentage of rural students who
experience poverty is low relative to most other states,
but one in twenty school age children in the state lack
health insurance. Changes in Grade 4 NAEP Math scores
are well below the U.S. average at priority ranking 19,
but negative changes in reading scores are even more
concerning. Only five states have a greater ratio of
students to primary care clinicians, suggesting a dire
need for rural healthcare providers.
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Notable

Connecticut

Only five states have a lower percentage of rural
schools than Connecticut, and only BIE schools and
seven states educate fewer rural students. More than
half of Connecticut’s rural school districts are small.
School community poverty levels, as well as the
percentage of school-aged children living in homes with
household incomes below the federal poverty line are
very low. Both rural per-pupil expenditures and rural
teacher salaries are relatively high, and educational
outcomes are relatively strong, although the decline

in Grade 4 NAEP Math scores is a notable exception.
In no state are rural students more likely to graduate
than in Connecticut. Only Rhode Island reports better
rankings on the Access to Supports for Well-Being
gauge, suggesting that Connecticut’s rural students
have relatively good access to support for health and
well-being.
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Delaware

Though Delaware has a relatively small number of rural
students, no state had more racially and ethnically
diverse rural school districts. If you were to randomly
choose two students in a rural Delaware school, there is
more than a 60% chance the students would identify as

outcomes represent an urgent challenge for rural
Delaware schools, with only two states reporting a
greater drop in Grade 4 NAEP Reading and only three
states reporting a greater drop in Grade 4 NAEP Math
scores. Additionally, access to public preschool and

healthcare insurance are barriers to rural student well-

39

Significant

different races or ethnicities. Moreover, only five states
have a higher relative percentage of rural multilingual being in Delaware.
learners. Delaware spends more on transportation

relative to instructional spending than all but 11 states,

despite its relatively average per-pupil spending and

teacher salaries relative to other states. Educational
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expenditures Percent instructional salaries for special education’ N/A N/A
(rural) State revenue to schools per local dollar $2.08 38
$ ]_ ]_ 54 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $94,917 38
¥ Educational Outcomes URGENT RANK
w
g Change in rural DE RANK 6
< Grade 4 NAEP Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -14.1 3
(O Reading score Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -9.3 4
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 253.2 10
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 270.3 17
—3 4 Rural high school graduation rate 89.7% 26
n
w
(V] RANK
]
g Percent rural DE DE RANK 3 ].
enroliment in 28 60/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 267 31
public preschool " (Y Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.6% 38
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 8.3% 12
o Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 28.6% 7
40 . 2 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 188 44
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'Delaware’s data on this indicator were removed for accuracy concerns. Through
communication with district financial officers, it was determined that any teacher with special
education certification was counted as a special education teacher.



GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

Florida

Florida has made a significant jump in overall priority
compared to its ranking of 14 in the 2023 Why

Rural Matters report. This increase in priority is the
outcome of changes in educational policy as well as
diminished supports for student well-being. While only
Massachusetts and New Jersey have a lower percentage
of rural schools as a share of all schools in those states,
Florida’s rural districts are some of the most diverse in
the United States. Florida’s rural school communities
experience high levels of rural school community
poverty, and around one in nine students changes

Priority
Ranking

Leading

Percent small

rural districts Percent rural schools

FL
V)
00/0 Percent small rural districts
Percent rural students

Number of rural students

50.0%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Poverty level
in rural school
communities

Rural diversity index

224%

290%

Percent rural household mobility

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Poverty level in rural school communities
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

primary residence over the course of the year, a mobility
rate exceeded only by Hawail and Idaho. Florida reports
extremely low per pupil spending at $6,203. Florida’s
rural students have less access to supports for student
well-being than rural students in many other states, with
a ratio of more than 400 rural students per school-
based mental health professional, almost 10% of rural
students uninsured, and 4% of rural students unhoused.

RANK
FL RANK 4 7

12.1% 49
0.0% 47
4.4% 48
124,389 25
12.8% 30

RANK

URGENT
FL RANK Z

53.2% 5
224% 3
15.4% 15
4.5% 16
10.9% 3

—
CRUCIAL RANK
FL RANK 3

Rural
instructional FL Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $6,203 3
expenditures $6 !203 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $11.34 24
per pupil Percent instructional salaries for special education 17.9% 5
State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.23 24
$8 , 4 ]_ 7 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $80,295 20

Educational Outcomes

Rural Grade 8

CRITICAL

RANK

FL RANK 2 O
4

NAEP Reading 25':5 9 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score 4.2 4
score " Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 4.4 42
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 252.9 9
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 269.0 14
257 . 5 Rural high school graduation rate 83.4% 10
—
Rural FL FL RANK 3
students per 432 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 432 4
psychologist/ Percent rural children who are unhoused 4.0% 14
school Percent school-aged children without health insurance 9.8% 4
counselor Percent rural enroliment in public preschool 36.4% 18
297 Rural students per primary care clinician 288 25
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Georgia

PIlOIltY Georgia educates more rural students than any other to rural districts per local dollar with Georgia districts
Ranking state except Texas and North Carolina. Rural Georgia receiving $1.21 from the state for every $1.00 sourced
schools and districts are among the most diverse in the from local tax revenue. Measures of educational
United States, and nearly one in five students live in performance are close to the U.S. average, but rural
homes with household incomes below the poverty line. Georgia students graduate at rates better than the rural
Georgia teachers are paid at rates just over the average U.S. average. Access to supports for student well-being
adjusted salary for rural United States teachers, and is concerning, with 29% more students per primary
14% of instructional salary supports special education care clinician than the U.S. average. Ratios of student to
Leading‘ instruction. Since the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, school-based mental health professionals are similarly
Georgia teacher salaries increased by an average of high and signal a need for attention to access to
$10,809. The state ranks 23 in priority for state funding supports for health and well-being.

:
g Number of GA GA RANK 2 8
<{ rural students Percent rural schools 33.4% 29
) 373!38 ]' Percent small rural districts 6.6% 37
Percent rural students 21.9% 27
Number of rural students 373,381 3
]_ ]_ 3 y 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 1M.4% 32
Student and Family (median)
| Characteristics —m RANK
g Percent rural GA GA RANK 1 1
< school-aged \ 18 00/ Rural diversity index 49.6% 6
O  children . 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 261% 16
experiencing Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 18.0% 8
poverty o Percent rural multilingual learners 4.0% 21
]- 4 . 2 A) Percent rural household mobility 7.5% 26
g
g Rural GA GA RANK ]. 7
< instructional Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $7,946 21
o expenditures S'Z ’946 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $11.41 25
per pupil Percent instructional salaries for special education 14.0% 13
State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.21 23
$8 y 4 ]- 7 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $84,903 26
¥ Educational Outcomes m RANK
w
S ura 30
S ural high ‘ GA GA RANK
< school 9 1 40/ Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -2.5 32
(V) graduation ‘ " 0 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -1.3 23
rate Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 259.5 30
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 270.6 18
89 4% Rural high school graduation rate 91.4% 34
n
11} o
]
g Rural s?tudents GA GA RANK ]. 3
per prl_m_ar_y 4 1 6 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 357 12
care clinician Percent rural children who are unhoused 2.6% 22
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 5.6% 23
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 46.9% 36
322 Rural students per primary care clinician 416 3
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GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

Priority
Ranking

N/A

N/A

Hawaii

There is only a single school district in Hawaii, and it is
not rural, so there is no state-wide district-level data.
However, more than one-quarter of Hawaii’s schools
are rural. Children attending Hawaii’s rural schools
experience some of the highest rates of poverty in the
United States, and nearly one in six Hawaiian students
changed primary residences in the past year—the
highest in the United States. Rural NAEP scores are
extremely low for Grade 8 math and very low for Grade
8 reading. Rates of rural public preschool enrollment are
low, with just over one in three students attending. Due

to lack of reporting for rural schools, Hawaii is excluded
from four of the five gauge rankings and is thus not part
of the overall priority state-by-state ranking.

RANK
Percent rural i HI RANK N/A'
schools 25 8(y Percent rural schools 25.8% 36
- 0 Percent small rural districts N/A N/A
Percent rural students N/A N/A
Number of rural students N/A N/A
30 7% Percent rural students in a remote rural district N/A N/A
Student and Family
Characteristics RANK
N/
Percent rural a HI RANK A‘
household 15 30/ Rural diversity index N/A N/A
mobility - Y Poverty level in rural school communities N/A N/A
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 16.9% 14
Percent rural multilingual learners N/A N/A
'Z 8% Percent rural household mobility 15.3% 1
RANK
N/A
HI RANK
Rural instructional expenditures per pupil N/A N/A
N/A Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures N/A N/A
Percent instructional salaries for special education N/A N/A
State revenue to schools per local dollar N/A N/A
Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE N/A N/A
Educational Outcomes RANK
Rural Grade HI HI RANK 2 4
8 NAEP 259 5 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score 5.5 45
Math score - Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 41 39
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 254.7 14
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 259.5 4
273 7 Rural high school graduation rate N/A N/A
RANK
Percent rural HI HI RANK N/A'
enroliment 34 90/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor N/A N/A
in public " Y Percent rural children who are unhoused N/A N/A
preschool Percent school-aged children without health insurance 3.7% 37
40 20/ Percent rural enroliment in public preschool 34.9% 15
. (o] Rural students per primary care clinician N/A N/A
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Priority
Ranking

Leading

Percent rural
students in a
remote rural
district

Idaho

In the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, Idaho ranked
23rd in overall priority, but is ranked 5th in this report.
No state had a greater shift in overall priority ranking
between the 2023 and 2025 reports.. Access to student
supports for wellbeing is urgent for rural children

in Idaho. Access to school-based mental health has
improved slightly. Only 26.1% of Idaho’s children are
enrolled in public preschool, with neighbors Montana
and Nevada being the only two states with lower rates
of public preschool enrollment. Access to healthcare,
including insurance and primary care clinicians is a

Student and Family

Characteristics

Percent rural
household
mobility

Rural
instructional
expenditures
per pupi

significant challenge in the state. Educational outcomes
are above average relative to other states despite
having the lowest rural per pupil expenditure in the
United States at $6,071, nearly 28% less than the U.S.
rural average. Teacher salaries are similarly low, and
rural teachers in only ten other states earn less. Rural
schools in Idaho are likely to be remote, the surrounding
communities are likely to have high rates of school
community poverty, and communities serve students
who have high levels of household mobility.

o ID RANK 2 1
46 4(y Percent rural schools 42.6% 20
" (Y Percent small rural districts 62.2% 16
Percent rural students 20.2% 32
Number of rural students 57,586 37
18 'Z% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 46.4% 10

Ry, o ID RANK
1 1 1% Rural diversity index 29.6% 23
- Poverty level in rural school communities 233% 5
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 8.4% 42
Percent rural multilingual learners 7.3% 9
7 8% Percent rural household mobility 11.1% 2

RANK

—
VERY IMPORTANT
ID RANK 2 O
1

i Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $6,071
$6’07 1 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $13.08 33
Percent instructional salaries for special education M.4% 21
State revenue to schools per local dollar $3.50 46

$8,417

Educational Outcomes

Rural high
school
graduation
rate

Percent rural
enroliment
in public
preschool

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

$73,575 n

RANK

CRITICAL
ID RANK 2 1

82IDO% Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -8.5 16
" Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -0.5 27
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 264.0 39

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 279.5 34

89 4% Rural high school graduation rate 82.0% 6

—
ID RANK 2

ZGID]. % Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 353 13
. Percent rural children who are unhoused 41% 12
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 9.2% 7
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 26.1% 3
40 . 2% Rural students per primary care clinician 359 10
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Priority
Ranking

I1linois

Nearly one in four schools in lllinois is rural. Over
200,000 rural students attend rural schools in the state,
accounting for one in nine of all lllinois students. Illinois

are problematic, with relatively high caseloads for
school-based mental health professionals and primary
care clinicians, and a high percentage of unhoused

ranks as the most crucial state on the educational students.
policy context gauge. Rural lllinois teachers are paid,
on average, $13,000 less than rural teachers in other
states. Transportation expenditures are high relative to
. . o instructional spending, and state funding per local dollar
Slgnlﬁc a.nt is low. Despite this, educational outcomes are relatively
strong and graduation rates are on par with the U.S.
rural average. Access to student supports for well-being

;

g Number " IL RANK 3 1

< of rural Percent rural schools 23.8% 38

O  students 2 1 ]' ’ 770 Percent small rural districts 59.7% 19

Percent rural students 11.5% 38
Number of rural students 211,770 15
]_ 13, 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 12.9% 29

~ Student and Family (median)

o Characteristics m ‘ RANK

9 34

= Percentrural " IL RANK

< multilingual 3 30/ Rural diversity index 23.2% 35

(D learners - Y Poverty level in rural school communities 321% 37

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 1.3% 29

Percent rural multilingual learners 3.3% 30

5 . 6% Percent rural household mobility 6.9% 32
—

) . 1

= Rural adjusted n IL RANK

< salary Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,575 28

o expenditures $705508 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $9.20 6
per Percent instructional salaries for special education N/A N/A
instructional State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.71 6
FTE $83,256 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $70,508 5

. T—_—

¥ Educational Outcomes RANK

w

S w 45

S ural Grade 8 I IL RANK

< NAEP Reading 267 4 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -3.3 28

O score " Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 4.5 43

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 267.4 45
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 284.5 43
257 . 5 Rural high school graduation rate 88.5% 22

n

11} o

]

g Rural I IL RANK 2 6
students per 397 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 397 6
psychologist/ Percent rural children who are unhoused 3.8% 15
school Percent school-aged children without health insurance 3.6% 40
counselor Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 56.6% 47

297 Rural students per primary care clinician 326 15
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Priority
Ranking

19

Major

Indiana

More than one in four students in Indiana attends

a rural school, and the state has one of the largest
populations of rural students in absolute numbers. At
just over $6,300 per pupil, only four states spend less
to educate their rural learners. At more than $12,000
less than the U.S. rural average, Indiana’s rural teacher
salaries are the sixth lowest in the United States. Rural
teachers make $71,007 on average, which is only $2,978
more than reported in Why Rural Matters 2023 when
the state ranked 11th in priority on this indicator. Indiana
districts’ spending on transportation is high relative

to instructional costs, ranking second behind only

West Virginia. At rank 41 for reading and 37 for math,
NAEP test scores are above average. The access to
supports for well-being gauge rank is urgent, indicating
inequitable access to health insurance, school-based
mental health providers, and primary care clinicians.
Nearly one in 12 students lacks healthcare insurance and
rural primary care clinicians have caseloads more than
15% higher than average in other states.

Number
of rural
students

218,652

113,757
Student and Family (median)

instructional to
transportation
expenditures

$8.40
S11.54

Characteristics

Rural

e ( \’ 22.0%
34.3%

Ratio of

Educational Outcomes

Rural high school
graduation rate

‘ IN
91.2%

89.4%

Rural students
per primary
care clinician

371

322

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

IN RANK 2 6
40.4% 23
4.7% 39
28.5% 16
278,652 8
4.9% 39

‘ RANK

IN RANK 3 3
22.0% 39
290% 27
9.4% 37
3.2% 31
7.5% 26

Percent rural household mobility

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

—
CRUCIAL RANK
IN RANK 7

$6,385 5
$8.40 2
8.8% 32
$1.91 36
$71,007 6
RANK
IN RANK 3 9
-3.0 30
-1.6 22
265.2 41
2829 37
91.2% 32
RANK

—
URGENT
IN RANK 5

368 n
1.5% 39
8.7% 8
33.3% n
371 8
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Priority
Ranking

Iowa

lowa moved up six places in overall priority since the
2023 Why Rural Matters report. Just over half of lowa’s
schools are rural and more than a third of all of lowa’s
public school students attends a rural school. The
percent of lowa children attending rural districts is more

indicator. Per pupil funding for rural education is slightly
below the U.S. rural average of $8,417. The state has
one of the highest rural enrollments in public preschool
but a concerningly high ratio of school psychologists
and counselors to students (335:1), well below the U.S.

34

than double the U.S. average. lowa’s rural districts are median.
some of the most racially and ethnically homogeneous
in the United States, and school community and child
Signiﬁcant poverty levels are relatively low in comparison to other
states. The ratio of state support to local funding is
one-to-one, which equals a rank of 17 in priority for that
;
S 10
:<> Pter:’:en: rural A 1A RANK
students Percent rural schools 52.7% 13
U] 40'4% Percent small rural districts 40.4% 25
Percent rural students 34.2% 12
Number of rural students 173,888 20
]_ 6 . 7% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 33.2% 17
~ Student and Family
o Characteristics m RANK
9 35
= Rural A 1A RANK
<  diversity \ 2 1 1 0/ Rural diversity index 211% 40
O  index . (Y Poverty level in rural school communities 315% 36
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 10.5% 32
34 30/ Percent rural multilingual learners 3.8% 24
. 0 Percent rural household mobility 6.7% 33
g
9 26
= Rural A 1A RANK
< instructional $7 701 Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $7,701 17
O expenditures ’ Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $13.45 36
per pupil Percent instructional salaries for special education 10.5% 24
State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.00 17
$8 ) 4 ]' 7 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $86,545 27
¥ Educational Outcomes m RANK
w
g Change in A 1A RANK 3 Z
< rural Grade _2 8 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -6.9 20
(D 4 NAEP " Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -2.8 17
Math score Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 263.9 38
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 278.5 31
NI 03 Rural high school graduation rate 91.6% 36
n
w
]
g Rural A 1A RANK 3 8
Stl.ldems per 3 1 3 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 335 18
primary care Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.5% 39
clinician Percent school-aged children without health insurance 4.7% 30
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 54.1% 46
322 Rural students per primary care clinician 313 17
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Significant

GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

Priority
Ranking

28

Percent rural
students in a
remote rural
district

Kansas

Over 1in 4 students in Kansas attends a rural school
and just over half of schools in Kansas are rural. Kansas’
schools tend to be small and remote. Rural Kansas’
schools serve students with high rates of family
mobility, with nearly one in ten changing residences in
the past year. 4.4% are rural multilingual learners. Rural
teacher salaries continue to be a concern in the state.
The 2023 Why Rural Matters reported the Kansas rural
average teacher salary as $66,135. Although the rural
average salary is now $74,472, rural Kansas teachers
make on average almost $9,000 less than their rural
peers in other states. Grade 4 NAEP reading and math

45.9%

18.7%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Percent rural
household
mobility

Rural
adjusted
salary
expenditures
per
instructional
FTE

9.6%

1.8%

KS
S74,472

@
=

$83,256

Educational Outcomes

Change in
rural Grade 4
NAEP Math

-6.0

scores decreased from 2019 to 2024, but the decrease
in math scores was particularly sharp relative to other
states. Access to school-based mental health services
has worsened. In the 2023 Why Rural Matters report,
the ratio of school psychologists and school counselors
to each rural student was 254:1 and ranked 34, but that
ratio is now 3111, rising in priority to rank 22. Similarly,
in the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, 4.5% of rural
students lacked healthcare insurance, but now 7% of
rural learners lack healthcare insurance, an additional
3,200 to 4,000 uninsured students.

CRUCIAL

RANK

10

score

0.3

Percent school-
aged children
without health
insurance
coverage

6.8%

|
@

6.4%

KS RANK
Percent rural schools 50.4% 16
Percent small rural districts 62.0% 17
Percent rural students 26.2% 18
Number of rural students 126,421 24
Percent rural students in a remote rural district 45.9% 12
KS RANK 1 8
Rural diversity index 28.2% 26
Poverty level in rural school communities 280% 21
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 1.5% 28
Percent rural multilingual learners 4.4% 17
Percent rural household mobilit 9.6% 7
RANK
KS RANK 4 4
Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,809 30
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $14.37 41
Percent instructional salaries for special education 3.6% 45
State revenue to schools per local dollar $2.62 42
Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $74,472 13
KS RANK 1 8
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -6.2 21
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -6.0 10
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 255.3 18
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 279.0 32
Rural high school graduation rate 90.5% 29

KS
Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 3N
Percent rural children who are unhoused 2.0%
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 6.8%
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 49.8%
Rural students per primary care clinician 272

RANK

o 30

22
29

39
33
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e !

Priority
Ranking

17

Major

Percent rural
students

Kentucky

Nearly one in three of Kentucky’s students is rural,
totaling over 213,000 students. Household income
tends to be low in Kentucky’s rural communities, with
only three states reporting higher community poverty
levels and only four states having a greater percent

of students living in homes below the poverty line of
$32,150 for a family of four. Kentucky spends more
than $800 less per pupil than the U.S. rural median
and spends fewer instructional dollars relative to
dollars spent on transportation than all but nine states.
About one in seven instructional dollars is allocated to

Student and Family

Characteristics

Percent rural
school-aged
children
experiencing
poverty

Rural
instructional
expenditures
per pupil

Educational Outcomes

$8,417

Rural Grade
8 NAEP Math
score

Percent rural
children who
are unhoused

special education instructional salaries. NAEP scores
fall roughly in the middle of other states’ scores with
the exception of Grade 8 NAEP Math scores that rank
15th. Just under one in 20 rural students was unhoused
during the 2022-2023 school year, and Kentucky is

in the bottom half of states for preschool enroliment.
One bright spot is Kentucky’s exceptional rural high
school graduation rate of 92.9%, which is well above
the rural average of 89.4% and surpassed by only five
other states.

VERY IMPORTANT RANK
KY KY RANK 1 7
32 S(y Percent rural schools 43.0% 19
- Y Percent small rural districts 6.6% 37
Percent rural students 32.5% 14
Number of rural students 213,018 14
]_ 6 . 7% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 23.8% 25
Ky KY RANK 2 1
20 5% Rural diversity index 20.5% 41
- Poverty level in rural school communities 233% 5
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 20.5% 5
Percent rural multilingual learners 3.8% 24
]_ 4 . 2 % Percent rural household mobility 71% 31
o RANK

VERY IMPORTANT

KY RANK 1 1

Ky Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $7,569 15
$7 !569 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $9.63 10
Percent instructional salaries for special education 14.3% n

State revenue to schools per local dollar $2.43 40

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $80,700 22

RANK

KY RANK 3 4

27K6 1 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -1.8 34
" Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -0.5 27

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 256.6 24

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2701 15

273 7 Rural high school graduation rate 92.9% 44

__

KY RANK 2 3
6

4 KGY% Rural students ?er psychologist/school counselor 298 2
" Percent rural children who are unhoused 4.6% 10
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 37% 37
o Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 37.6% 19
2 . 'Z /) Rural students per primary care clinician 305 22
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Priority
Ranking

25

Major

Percent small
rural districts

Louisiana

Close to 40% of Louisiana’s schools are rural. Louisiana’s
rural school districts are highly diverse, with only 11
states showing a higher likelihood of two randomly
selected students in a school identifying as different
races or ethnicities. Economic challenges are significant,
with over one in five students living below the federal
poverty line. Instructional spending is low relative to
transportation, surpassed only by West Virginia and
Indiana. Louisiana relies heavily on local revenue,
receiving just $0.89 from the state for every dollar

IMPORTANT

LA | school
z 8% Percent rural schoo S .

- Percent small rural districts
Percent rural students
Number of rural students

50.0%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Percent rural
school-aged
children
experiencing
poverty

Ratio of

instructional to

transportation
expenditures
(rural)

Educational Outcomes

Rural diversity index

21.0%

14.2%

Percent rural household mobility

$8.68

S11.54

—~————

Change in rural

Grade 4 NAEP
Reading score

Rural students

per primary care

clinician

LA

9.3

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

LA
401

322

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Poverty level in rural school communities
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

raised locally. Despite U.S. declines in Grade 4 NAEP
Reading (down 3.4 points), Louisiana saw the largest
gain in rural Grade 4 reading scores (+9.3) and a strong
increase in math scores (+6.5). Access to healthcare is
limited, with more students per primary care clinician
in all but three other states. Only Michigan and New
Mexico have higher student-to-school-psychologist and
school counselor ratios.

RANK

39

LA  RANK

389% 26

2.8% 43

21.6% 29

135480 23

10.5% 35
CRITICAL | RANK
LA  RANK ]. 5

44.3% 12

234% 7

21.0% 4

1.6% 43

7.7% 21

—

CRUCIAL RANK
LA  RANK ]. 2

$8184 24

$8.68 3

1.4% 21

$0.89 14

$92,608 35
RANK
LA  RANK 40

93 47

6.5 46

260.8 32

2716 22

86.9% 16

—

CRITICAL RANK
LA  RANK ]. 8

452 3

1.9% 3

29% 45

47% 24

401 4
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Maine

Prlorlty More than half of students in Maine attend school in Educational outcomes across the grade span remain
R k . a rural community. Only three states and BIE schools an ongoing challenge for the state since the 2023

a'n lng have proportionally more rural schools. Although 68% Why Rural Matters report. Grade 4 NAEP scores fell
of Maine’s schools are rural, funding is proportionately sharply in both reading and math, and grade 8 scores
very dependent on local tax bases than state funding— are lower than the U.S. rural median. Rural graduation
more so than all but nine other states. Transportation rates in Maine fall below the rural U.S. average, with only
expenditures are also high relative to instructional 87.3% of rural students earning a high school diploma—

. expenditures. For every $9.85 spent on instruction, meaning nearly one in eight do not graduate. However,

Ma] OI one dollar is spent on transportation. Contrast this Maine provides the highest primary care clinician to
with neighbor New Hampshire that spends $14.16 student and school-based mental health professional to
on instruction per dollar spent on transportation. student ratio of any state.

;
S 6
= Percentrural ME ME RANK
< students 0 Percent rural schools 68.2% 5
U] 52 '0 /0 Percent small rural districts 721% 8
Percent rural students 52.0% 4
Number of rural students 88,272 28
]_ 6 R 7% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 24.2% 23
~ Student and Family
w Characteristics m RANK
O — 36
2 iltt::)l(dlversny \ ME y . ME RANK
Rural diversity index 15.2% 47
(D 15'2% Poverty level in rural school communities 302% 32
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 11.1% 31
Percent rural multilingual learners 1.3% 45
L 34 R 3% Percent rural household mobility 8.5% 14
g
8 15
=) State revenue ME ME RANK
< to schools per Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $9,676 36
o local dollar $O'82 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $9.85 13
(rural) Percent instructional salaries for special education 10.7% 23
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.82 10
S ]. 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $83,217 24
N Educational Outcomes RANK
o Ch i 1 O
S ange in rural ME ME RANK
< Grade 4 NAEP _8 O Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -10.2 8
o Math score ' Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -8.0 8
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 255.6 20
O 3 Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 271.0 20
- Rural high school graduation rate 87.3% 18
n
w -
(V] RANK
>
g Rural s?tudents ME ME RANK 4 2
per prl-m-ar-y 136 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 133 49
care clinician Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.8% 35
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 5.5% 24
322 Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 36.0% 17
Rural students per primary care clinician 136 49
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Maryland

Maryland has one rural school for every five non-rural
schools, and no rural districts that are classified as
small. Its rural districts are some of the most racially
and ethnically diverse in the United States, with near
even odds that two rural students chosen randomly
from the same school would identify as different
races or ethnicities. Though poverty levels in school
communities are relatively low, family mobility is high
with almost 8% of rural students having moved primary
residences in the past year. Per pupil spending levels are
higher than most states, with levels exceeding the rural
U.S. average by more than $5,000 per pupil. During a

period in which Grade 4 NAEP scores either declined or
were flat for rural students in many states, Maryland’s
scores improved by more than 90% compared to

other states. The availability of school-based mental
health professionals in rural Maryland schools exceeds
most states, but rural children’s access to primary care
clinicians is a significant concern. Only eight states have
more students per clinician. Public preschool enrollment
for rural Maryland children is also problematic at only
32.2%. Proportionally, only eight states report fewer
children enrolling in public preschool.

Percent small
rural districts

0.0%

50.0%
Student and Family

Characteristics
.Rural diversity D
index 485%
34.3%

Bural ) D
oxpenditures $13,881
per pupil

S8,417

Educational Outcomes

—~———

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

—~——

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education

State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

—~————

Change in rural
Grade 4 NAEP
Reading score

6.5

-3.4

Rural students
per primary
care clinician

360

322

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance

Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

RANK

MD RANK 4 9
16.8% 46
0.0% 47
7.9% 42
70,372 32
4.9% 39

RANK

MD RANK 3 Z
48.5% 7
426% 45
5.8% 47
3.0% 35
7.9% 19

RANK

MD RANK 4 2
$13,881 44
$12.22 28
13.1% 16
$1.65 33
$96,504 40

‘ RANK

MD RANK 4 5
6.5 46
61 45
261.9 33
274.6 25
91.2% 32

—

MD RANK 2 2
244 35
2.2% 25
4.0% 34
32.2% 9
360 9

Rural students per primary care clinician
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47

Notable

Massachuseftts

Although only New Jersey has fewer rural schools as

a percent share of all schools, Massachusetts’ rural
schools serve around 67,000 students. Rates of rural
school community poverty are very low, as are the
percentage of children living in homes with household
incomes below the poverty line. No state has a lower
percentage of uninsured rural children. While NAEP
scores for Grade 8 reading and math are among the
highest in the United States, reading scores declined
sharply. Only eight states had a steeper decline. School

funding skews strongly to the local tax base with state
funding per local dollar at just $0.72 (rank 9). Special
education accounts for 14% of instructional salary. Rural
high school graduation rates are high (93.6% of rural
students graduate), and Massachusetts reports low
rates of students who are unhoused and high rates of
preschool enroliment.

—~—
RANK
Percent rural MA MA RANK 4 6
schools 11.7% Percent rural schools n.7% 50
" Y Percent small rural districts 39.0% 26
Percent rural students 7.8% 43
Number of rural students 67,627 33
30 . 'Z% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 0.0% 46
Student and Family e—
] 5 RANK
Characteristics
Rural MA MA RANK 1 6
diversity 28 1 0/ Rural diversity index 281% 27
index - Y Poverty level in rural school communities 506% 49
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 4.5% 49
Percent rural multilingual learners 1.9% 40
34 3% Percent rural household mobility 4.6% 48
IMPORTANT RANK
State revenue MA MA RANK 2 8
to schools per SO .]z Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $12,909 43
local dollar - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $10.30 18
(rural) Percent instructional salaries for special education 14.0% 13
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.72 9
S 1 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $96,518 41
. v
Educational Outcomes ‘ RANK
Change in rural MA MA RANK 4 4
Grade 4 NAEP 9 2 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -9.2 9
Reading score - Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -1.0 26
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 273.5 48
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 292.7 49
—3 4 Rural high school graduation rate 93.6% 47
—~——
‘ RANK
Percent school- MA MA RANK 1 7
aged children 1 20/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 218 14
without health . 0 Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.0% 48
insurance Percent school-aged children without health insurance 12% 50
coverage o Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 51.5% 41
6 4 /0 Rural students per primary care clinician 186 45
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24

Major

Michigan

More than 250,000 students attend rural schools

in Michigan, which is more than 20% of all Michigan
students. Per pupil spending and teacher salaries

rank relatively low at 18 and 16. Per pupil instructional
expenditures are almost 8% below the U.S. average and
teacher salaries average 5% below the U.S. average. In
the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, rural student access
to school-based mental health professionals was the
most concerning in the United States at 574 students
per school psychologist. In the current report, one

IMPORTANT

guidance counselor or school psychologist serves 548
students, still placing Michigan as the highest priority
state for supporting rural students’ mental health as
measured by this indicator. Rural high school graduation
rates are also concerningly low (83.1% vs. U.S. 89.4%),
with only seven states graduating fewer rural students
proportionally.

RANK

29

Number I Mi RANK
of rural 259 755 Percent rural schools 30.7% 32
students H Percent small rural districts 38.2% 28
Percent rural students 21.2% 30
Number of rural students 259,755 n
]_ ]_ 3 y 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district: rank 31 12.2% 31
median
Student and ( )
Family Characteristics m RANK
Rural diversity i Mi RANK 2 9
index 24 3% Rural diversity index 24.3% 31
- Poverty level in rural school communities 295% 30
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 12.6% 23
0 Percent rural multilingual learners 3.4% 27
34 3 A) Percent rural household mobility 7.4% 29
IMPORTANT RANK
Rural adjusted i MI RANK 3 O
salary $78 937 Rural instructional expenditures per pupi $7,748 18
expenditures ’ Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $12.47 30
per Percent instructional salaries for special education 9.4% 29
instructional State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.71 34
FTE S83 y 256 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $78,937 16
Educational Outcomes CRITICAL RANK
Rural high ’ I Mi RANK ]. 6
school . ‘ 83 1% Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -8.0 18
graduation " Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 3.3 38
rate Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 257.0 26
0 Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2701 15
89 4 /) Rural high school graduation rate 83.1% 8
—
CRITICAL RANK
Rural MI MI RANK ]. 9
students per 548 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 548 1
psychologist/ Percent rural children who are unhoused 3.6% 16
school Percent school-aged children without health insurance 41% 33
counselor: Percent rural enroliment in public preschool 42.8% 28
297 Rural students per primary care clinician 278 30
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Minnesota

Priority

o Just over a third of Minnesota’s schools are rural, Educational outcomes data ranks in the top quartile of
Ranklng serving more than 178,000 students, almost 4% of significance, with a drop in Grade 4 NAEP reading and
which are multilingual learners. 53.7% of Minnesota’s math scores (-8.5/-8.7) that is more significant than
children come to kindergarten having attended public the U.S. average. Minnesota’s rural high school students
preschool, one of the highest rates in the United States. graduate at rates just below the U.S. rural average
Measures of rural school community poverty are low, (88.1% vs. U.S. 89.4%). Rural student access to school
as is the percentage of the state’s school-aged children psychologists and school counselors is urgent with an
who live in homes with household incomes below the average of 427 students for every one school-based
Si niﬁc ant poverty line. Rural Minnesota schools spend $10.05 on mental health professional. Only rural students in four
g instruction for every dollar spent on transportation, states have less access.

which is significantly higher than most states.

" | o
v 20
= Percentrural MN MN RANK
< studentsina ) Percent rural schools 36.9% 27
) remote rural 4 ]' '8/0 Percent small rural districts 37.9% 29
district Percent rural students 22.5% 26
Number of rural students 178,427 19
]_ 8 7% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 41.8% 13
~ Student and Family
w Characteristics m ‘ RANK
0 38
) Percent rural Iy, MN MN RANK
< school-aged 0 Rural diversity index 26.2% 29
O  children 8' 1 A) Poverty level in rural school communities 344% 42
experiencing Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 8.1% 43
poverty Percent rural multilingual learners 3.9% 22
]_ 4 . 2 % Percent rural household mobility 6.5% 37
9 37
=) State revenue MN MN RANK
< to schools per Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,697 29
O  local dollar $2 . 60 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $10.05 16
(rural) Percent instructional salaries for special education 1.5% 19
State revenue to schools per local dollar $2.60 41
S ]. . 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $92,334 34
: Educational Outcomes RANK
v R— 13
D ange In MN MN RANK
< rural Grade 4 _8 7 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -8.5 16
(O NAEP Math - Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -8.7 7
score Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 256.4 23
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2771 28
03 Graduation rate 88.1% 19
n
w
: e e
]
g Students per MN MN RANK 3 7
psychologist/ 427 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 427 5
school Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.5% 39
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 4.2% 32
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 53.7% 45
297 Rural students per primary care clinician 300 24
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Leading

Mississippl

This report marks only the second time that Mississippi
has not ranked 1st in the Why Rural Matters overall
priority ratings. In this years’ report, as in 2009, it ranks
3rd. With the changes in the U.S. Census definition of
rural, 57.5% of students in the state are now rural, an
increase from 50.3% in the 2023 Why Rural Matters.
Similarly, since the 2023 report, the percent rural
schools indicator rose by almost 10%. The percentage
of children living in homes with household incomes
below the poverty line is 23%, which is a slight increase
from the 2023 Why Rural Matters report. Only New

Mexico reports a greater percentage of students living
in homes with household incomes below the poverty
line. Mississippi spends on average $2,200 less per pupil
than other states, with only one state spending less.
Likewise, teacher salaries are $13,000 below the rural
adjusted average. Fewer than one in three rural students
in Mississippi enrolls in preschool, and the average

ratio for school-based mental health support is almost
400 students to one school psychologist or school
counselor. Equitable school funding remains critical in
the state.

- RANK
w CRUCIAL
O
= Percentrural MS MsS RANK
< students 57 S(y Percent rural schools 60.0% 8
) " (Y Percent small rural districts 2.0% 45
Percent rural students 57.5% 3
Number of rural students 248,419 12
]_ 6 . 'Z% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 27.6% 22
Student and Family
N . .
w Characteristics URGENT RANK
O
) Percent rural MS Ms RANK
< school-aged Rural diversity index 40.0% 16
23.0%
O  children . 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 239% 8
experiencin ercent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty .0%
peri ing P t | school d child i i t 23.0% 2
poverty Percent rural multilingual learners 31% 33
1 4 2% Percent rural household mobility 7.7% 21
M RANK
w CRUCIAL
w
N Rural Ms MS RANK 1
<{ instructional Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $6,191 2
S6,191
o expenditures 3 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $11.33 23
per pupil Percent instructional salaries for special education 12.3% 18
State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.48 30
$8 . 417 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $70,470 4
%  Educational Outcomes m RANK
w
g Rural Grade MS MS RANK ]. 9
8 NAEP Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -0.9 37
< 253.3
O Reading - Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -2.2 19
score Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 253.3 n
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 271.6 22
257 5 Rural high school graduation rate 90.0% 28
n
m B
O CRITICAL RANK
3 24
g Rural Ms MS RANK
students per 395 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 395 7
psychologist/ Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.3% 43
school Percent school-aged children without health insurance 6.0% 21
counselor
297 Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 32.5% 10
Rural students per primary care clinician 263 36
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Leading

Missouri

Over 200,000 rural students attend public pk-12
schools in Missouri, representing almost a quarter of
the state’s school-aged children. Only seven states
report higher levels of school community poverty and
more than one in eight rural students live in homes with
household incomes below the poverty line. One in 25
students are unhoused. Mirroring rural teacher salary
data from the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, Arkansas
and Missouri teachers earn average salaries less than
their rural peer teachers in all other states. At $6,449,
per pupil student spending is among the lowest in the

current spot of eight since the 2023 Why Rural Matters
report. Schools are disproportionately funded by local
sources of revenue. Missouri funds schools $0.71 for
every dollar raised by local taxes. Only five states rely
more on the local tax base to fund their rural schools.
Rural graduation rates in Missouri are among the
highest in the United States and the Grade 8 reading
and math NAEP scores are ranked 28th and 19th. With
a ratio of 457 students to one primary care clinician,
access to medical care is very difficult in rural Missouri
communities.
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Student and Family
Characteristics
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United States and has risen two spots in priority to its

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil: rank 8
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

CRUCIAL

RANK

12

MO RANK
45.9% 18
63.9% 15
23.3% 24
201,237 16
37.2% 16
MO RANK 2 5
18.2% 44
241% 9
13.5% 20
3.2% 31
7.9% 19
i
MO RANK Z
$6,449 8
$10.47 19
10.1% 27
$0.71 6
$64,800 2
RANK
MO RANK 3 8
-1.6 35
0.7 32
258.4 28
270.9 19
92.2% 41

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

_
MO RANK 6
268 30
41% 12
7.9% 13

41.2% 23
457 1
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Montana

Priority

o Only BIE schools have a higher proportional share of to-local ratio of school funding dollars is below the U.S.
Ranklng rural schools than Montana, and no state has a higher rural average. Nearly 15% of Montana’s rural students

percentage of small rural districts. Montana ranks did not graduate from high school, which is significantly
as the most crucial state on the Footprint of Rural under the rural U.S. average graduation rate of 89.4%.
Education gauge, which captures the footprint of rural Of critical concern, Montana has the lowest percentage
education in the state. Nearly one in ten students is a of students enrolled in public preschool (just one in
rural multilingual learner and the state has relatively five), more than 6% of rural students are unhoused, and
high student mobility, with just over one in 12 students nearly 8% of rural students are uninsured.

Leadlng having changed primary residence in the previous year.

At $.98 from the state for every local dollar, the state-

- RANK
w CRUCIAL
O
= Percent small MT MT RANK
< rural districts 93 4(y Percent rural schools 771% 2
O] " (Y Percent small rural districts 93.4% 1
Percent rural students 40.0% 6
Number of rural students 59,521 36
50 O% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 59.8% 7
Student and Family __
N . .
© 17
Percent rural
) ~ MT MT RANK
< household 8 60/ Rural diversity index 23.3% 34
O  mobility - 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 270% 19
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 13.3% 21
o Percent rural multilingual learners 9.9% 7
7 8 A) Percent rural household mobility 8.6% 13
M
w IMPORTANT RANK
O
=) State revenue MT MT RANK
< to schools per SO 98 Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,842 31
O local dollar - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $11.49 26
(rural) Percent instructional salaries for special education 6.1% 44
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.98 16
$ ]. . 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $80,065 19
¥ Educational Outcomes CRITICAL RANK
w
CJ—— 25
S Rural high ’ MT MT RANK
< school 85 40/ Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -7.4 19
(V) graduation " 0 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -3.7 14
rate Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 265.3 43
0 Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2831 38
89 4 A) Rural high school graduation rate 85.4% 14
n
m B
O URGENT RANK
]
g Percent school- MT MT RANK ]. 2
aged children -Z 90/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 244 35
without health - 0 Percent rural children who are unhoused 6.1% 4
Insurance Percent school-aged children without health insurance 7.9% 13
coverage
9 6 40/ Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 20.1% 1
. o Rural students per primary care clinician 219 42
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Nebraska

Just over half of Nebraska’s schools are rural and

76.6% of school districts are small. These schools serve
about 83,000 public school students with 55.5% of

rural districts being remote. No other state relies as
heavily on local funding to educate its rural students.

At $.30 of state support to dollar of local funding, the
ratio of state-to-local funding to educate rural students
is critically low, although per-pupil spending and
instructional salaries are near average levels for the rural
United States. Only four states saw a steeper drop in

Grade 4 NAEP Reading scores from 2019 to 2024, and
only a dozen had steeper drops in Grade 4 NAEP Math
scores. Nevertheless, Nebraska’s high school graduation
rate is high relative to the U.S. average (92.2% vs. U.S.
89.4%). Rates of rural school community poverty are
relatively low, as is the number of students who live

in homes with household incomes below the poverty
line. Already comparatively strong for public preschool
enrollment in the 2023 Why Rural Matters report,
Nebraska increased its enrollment another 3% to 61%.

Percent rural
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district

55.5%
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IMPORTANT

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil: rank

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance

Percent rural enrollment in public preschool
Rural students per primary care clinician

CRUCIAL

RANK

{

NE RANK
53.5% 12
76.6% 5
25.2% 22
82,967 30
55.5% 8
RANK
NE RANK 3 9
221% 38
291% 28
8.8% 41
31% 33
6.4% 38
RANK
NE RANK 3 8
$10,078 38
$17.13 45
10.3% 26
$0.30 1
$88,473 30
RANK
NE RANK 2 7
125 5
-4.3 13
258.8 29
289.2 47
92.2% 41
RANK
NE RANK 4 5
217 42
1.3% 43
3.9% 36
61.0% 49
271 34
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Nevada

No state has a lower percentage of rural students than
Nevada. However, the state’s overall priority ranking
falls into the major category, even with relatively few
rural students. Its rural districts are some of the most
racially and ethnically diverse in the United States, and
5.8% are multilingual learners. Educational outcomes are
problematic, with low reading and math NAEP scores
in Grade 8. At 76.8%, Nevada's rural graduation rate is
well below the U.S. rural average of 89.4%. Nevada’s
most urgent concern is access to supports for well-
being, with four of five indicators representing critical

needs relative to other rural states. Nearly one in ten
students does not have health insurance, and only West
Virginia and BIE schools experience greater rates of
students being unhoused. From the 2023 Why Rural
Matters report to the current, Nevada’s state revenue
to schools per local dollar school funding ratio jumped
dramatically, from $0.98 to $18.59 per local dollar?
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Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

—~——

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

RANK
NV RANK 4 3
20.1% 42
37.5% 30
2.3% 50
9,757 49
37.9% 15
CRITICAL RANK
NV RANK 2 4
53.3% 4
297% 31
1.3% 29
5.8% 14
6.6% 36
RANK
NV RANK 4 O
$8,510 27
$9.85 13
12.6% 17
$18.59 48
N/A N/A

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

URGENT

RANK 3

RANK

NV

N/A N/A

N/A N/A
250.5 7
2681 12
76.8% 3

_
NV RANK 1
468 2
7.0% 3

10.2% 3
23.9% 2
280 28
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Ranking

43

Notable

New Hampshire

More than half of New Hampshire’s schools are

rural, and they serve 37.5% of the state’s school

aged students. New Hampshire’s rural schools are
disproportionately funded by local sources of income—
only two other states rely more heavily on the local

tax bases for school funding. At $14,986, per pupil
instructional spending is very high, exceeded only by
New York and New Jersey. School community poverty
rates are low, as is the percentage of rural family
mobility. Three percent of New Hampshire’s children

are unhoused, a number slightly higher than than the
U.S. rural average of 2.7%. No state spends a higher
percentage of the instructional budget on special
education. Access to school psychologists and school
counselors are some of the best in the United States,
with one for every 137 students. Likewise, only two
states have better rural access to primary care clinicians.
Enrollment in public preschool is extremely low at 27.6%
(rank 4 of highest priority).

Percent rural
students

371.5%

16.7%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Rural diversity
index

16.1%

34.3%

State revenue
to schools per
local dollar
(rural)

$0.44

©
R

Educational Outcomes

VERY IMPORTANT

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

—————

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

IMPORTANT

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

—~————

Change in rural
Grade 4 NAEP
Math score

-2.5

0.3

Percent rural
enroliment
in public
preschool

< 27.6%

40.2%

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

RANK

14

NH RANK
54.0% 1
67.0% 14
37.5% 9
60,205 35
10.1% 37

RANK

NH RANK 48
16.1% 45
429% 46
6.7% 45
11% 46
5.4% 45

RANK

NH RANK 2 7
$14,986 47
$14.16 40
27.2% 1
$0.44 3
$88,865 32

RANK

NH RANK 42
0.0 39
-2.5 18
265.5 44
28511 44
90.8% 30

RANK

NH RANK 4 ].
137 48
2.5% 24
3.0% 44
27.6% 4
138 48
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New Jersey

Priority

o No state has a smaller percentage of rural schools, the lowest in the United States, and educational
Ranklng and only five states have a lower percentage of rural outcomes are high. Relatively fewer students in New
students. Nevertheless, educating 86,000 students Jersey are unhoused than rural students in most other
attend rural schools in New Jersey. New Jersey districts states, and rates of family mobility are very low. Not
are among the most diverse in the United States, and only are Grade 8 NAEP scores high, but the downward
while teacher salaries fall around the middle for all U.S. trend in NAEP scores from from 2019 to 2024 was
states and per pupil instructional expenditures are less in New Jersey than most states.

higher than every state except New York, only five

Notable states have a school funding ratio that more heavily

relies on the local tax base. Poverty levels are among

—~—
- RANK
1]
O
= Percentrural NJ NJ RANK
< schools 10 O(y Percent rural schools 10.0% 51
) " (Y Percent small rural districts 54.3% 21
Percent rural students 6.7% 44
Number of rural students 86,683 29
30 . 'Z% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 0.0% 46
Student and Family ——
N . .
w Characteristics RANK
O
= Poverty level ’ NJ NJ RANK
< in rural school 5 1 50/ Rural diversity index 45.3% n
(D communities 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 515% 50
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 6.1% 46
o Percent rural multilingual learners 2.3% 38
290 A) Percent rural household mobility 5.2% 47
M -
w VERY IMPORTANT RANK
9 22
=) State revenue to NJ NJ RANK
Rural instructional expenditures per pupi 513
< schools per local SO ,Z 1 I jonal di il $15,132 48
o dollar (rural) - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $13.20 35
Percent instructional salaries for special education 18.8% 3
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.71 6
$ ]- - 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $80,819 23
. v
¥ Educational Outcomes RANK
w
g Rural Grade 8 NJ NJ RANK 4 9
< NAEP Reading 277 O Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score 1.5 40
O Score " Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 2.4 35
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 277.0 49
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 290.4 48
257 5 Rural high school graduation rate 91.8% 39
n
m v
(V) RANK
]
g Rural students NJ NJ RANK 4 4
per primary care 3 1 2 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 194 43
clinician Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.2% 47
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 2.0% 46
Percent rural enroliment in public preschool 47.4% 37
322 Rural students per primary care clinician 312 18
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Priority
Ranking

New Mexico

New Mexico’s rural school districts are characterized
by their small size and remoteness. At over 30%, no
state has a greater percentage of children who live in

homes with household incomes below the poverty line.

No state has a greater percentage of rural multilingual
learners. Educational outcomes are critical. Between
2019 and 2024, only two states had a greater drop in
Grade 4 NAEP Math scores and the drop in Grade 4

NAEP Reading scores is 13th compared to other states.

NAEP scores were the lowest of any state. This trend
continues in this year’s report, with New Mexico ranking
second only behind the Bureau of Indian Education. One
in five rural New Mexico students does not graduate
from high school, and rural New Mexico schools serve

a high percentage of unhoused students. New Mexico’s
rural students have inequitable access to school-based
mental health services, with an average ratio of 353
students per school psychologist or school counselor.

Leading

Percent rural
students in a
remote district

48.5%

18.7%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Percent rural
school-aged
children
experiencing
poverty

30.2%

14.2%

$3.42

$1.25

State revenue to
schools per local
dollar (rural)

Educational Outcomes

Rural Grade 8
NAEP Reading
score

244.6

251.5

Percent rural
children who are
unhoused

NM
4.5%

]
@

2.7%

In the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, reading and math

VERY IMPORTANT

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

—~——

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor: rank 13
Percent rural children who are unhoused: rank 11

Percent school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

NM RANK
40.3% 24
69.0% 12
18.8% 34
54,470 39
48.5% 9

URGENT

RANK

23

RANK

]

NM RANK
30.7% 22
184% 2
30.2% 1
30.2% 1
10.6% 4
‘ RANK
NM RANK 4 4
$9,018 32
$13.63 37
10.4% 25
$3.42 44
$90,364 33

URGENT

NM RANK

-8.8 13

-9.5 3
2446 2
252.4 2
80.0% 4

.
URGENT

NM RANK
353 13
4.5% n
7.3% 16
46.7% 35
310 19

RANK

2

RANK

11
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New York

Priority

Although only 12.3% of students in New York attend experienced steeper drops in Grade 4 NAEP Reading

Ranklng school in a rural district, New York still has the sixth scores between 2019 and 2024. Also, New York’s Grade
largest absolute number of rural students in the United 8 NAEP Reading scores are critically low and rank 3rd
States. Instructional spending is the highest in the in concern. The Access to Supports for Well-Being
United States, but rural schools spend an average gauge is a clear strength, ranking 43rd overall, reflecting
of $8.92 on instruction relative to every dollar spent above average access to primary care clinicians, health
on transportation. Only three states have a more insurance coverage, access to primary care clinicians,
challenging instruction to transportation spending and school psychologists and school counselors.

Notable

ratio than New York. Reading outcomes are especially
problematic. First, only Washington and Pennsylvania

GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

LR L

Number of
rural students

288,696

113,157
Student and (median)
Family Characteristics

Poverty level

in rural school NYO
communities 350/)

290%

Ratio of
instructional to
transportation
expenditures
(rural)

$8.92

Educational Outcomes

S11.54

Rural Grade 8
NAEP Reading
score

NY
247.4

251.5

Rural
students per
psychologist/
school
counselor

NY

177

297

—| RANK

NY RANK 4 O
Percent rural schools 18.1% 44
Percent small rural districts 33.4% 32
Percent rural students 12.3% 36
Number of rural students 288,696 6
Percent rural students in a remote rural district 4.9% 39

B ‘§"§

NY RANK
Rural diversity index 24.4% 30
Poverty level in rural school communities 350% 43
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 1.6% 27
Percent rural multilingual learners 2.6% 37
Percent rural household mobility 6.7% 33

NY RANK 3 5

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $16,406 49
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $8.92 4
Percent instructional salaries for special education 13.3% 15
State revenue to schools per local dollar $118 20
Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $116,959 48

NY RANK 9

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -14.1 3

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -6.5 9

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 247.4 3

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2751 26

Rural high school graduation rate 89.9% 27

i RANK
NY RANK 4 3

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 177 45

Percent rural children who are unhoused 2.0% 29

Percent school-aged children without health insurance 4.0% 34

Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 42.7% 26

Rural students per primary care clinician 224 41

12 —State-by-State Results



GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

Priority
Ranking

13

Leading

Number
of rural
students

North Carolina

More than one in three of North Carolina’s students
attends school in a rural district, which is more than
478,000 students, second only to Texas. North
Carolina’s rural districts are highly diverse with only
Delaware and Oklahoma having a greater diversity
index. There is a 53.8% chance that any two randomly
selected students in a rural North Carolina school would
identify as different races or ethnicities. Over 7% of
North Carolina’s students are rural multilingual learners.
17% of rural North Carolina students live in homes

with household incomes below the poverty line. North
Carolina schools receive $3.18 for every dollar raised by
the local tax base, which is among the best ratios in the
rural United States, but per pupil spending is relatively
low at $7,633. The downward change in North Carolina
NAEP scores from 2019 to 2024 is urgent. Nearly 14%
of North Carolina’s rural high school students did not
graduate high school, which puts their rural graduation
rate below the U.S. average of 89.4%. At 27.6%, only
three states report lower enroliment in public preschool.

NC RANK 2 3
21

NC
Percent rural schools 41.4%
478! 152 Percent small rural districts 4.2% 41
Percent rural students 34.2% 12
Number of rural students 478,152 2
1 ]_ 3 y 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 41% 42

Student and Family (median)

. . RANK
Characteristics URGENT
Rural NC NC RANK 6
diversity 53 80/ Rural diversity index 53.8% 3
index - Y Poverty level in rural school communities 255% 13
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 17.0% 12
Percent rural multilingual learners 71% 13
34 . 3% Percent rural household mobility 8.0% 17
—~—
RANK
Rural NC NC RANK 1 3
instructional $.Z 633 Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $7,633 16
expenditures 3 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $15.23 43
per pupil Percent instructional salaries for special education 7.5% 37
State revenue to schools per local dollar $3.18 43
$8 , 4 ]_ 7 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $87,396 28
Educational Outcomes URGENT RANK
Change in NC NC RANK ]. Z
rural Grade 4 4 40/ Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -8.7 14
NAEP Math " o Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -4.4 12
score Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 255.7 21
o Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 275.4 27
03/) Rural high school graduation rate 86.3% 15

Percent rural
enroliment

in public
preschool

. _

| RANK

NC RANK 1 7

Z-ZNCG% Rural students Per psychologist/school counselor 310 23
- Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.9% 31
Percent school-aged children without health insurance 5.4% 25

0 Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 27.6% 4

40 2 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 303 23
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22

North Dakota

Despite having a relatively small rural student
population in absolute numbers, rural students make up
more than 36% of all North Dakota students. Two out
of three schools in the state are located in rural areas,
86.9% of rural districts are small, and almost 74% or
rural districts are remote. Teacher salaries remain very
low, having improved only minimally since the 2023

of students live in homes with household incomes
below the poverty line, ranking 36th. Public preschool
enrollment numbers have decreased from 40.9% in
2023 Why Rural Matters report to 28.1% in the current
report. Only five states have lower public preschool
enrollment than North Dakota. Over 13% of North
Dakota’s rural students do not graduate high school, a

Why Rural Matters report. At an average of $71,454, rate significantly lower than the U.S. rural average.
only six states pay teachers less. Poverty levels in rural

school communities are relatively low and under 10%

Major

;
g Percent small ND ND RANK 5
< rural districts ’ ) Percent rural schools 67.3% 6
O] 86 - 9 /0 Percent small rural districts 86.9% 3
Percent rural students 36.1% n
Number of rural students 42,974 43
50 . O% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 73.8% 4
Student and Family ——
' Characteristics ‘ RANK
g Percent rural ND ND RANK 44
< school-aged 9 50/ Rural diversity index 20.4% 42
O  children - 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 332% 40
experiencing Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 9.5% 36
poverty Percent rural multilingual learners 2.8% 36
]_ 4 . 2 % Percent rural household mobility 6.1% 41
g
: [
g Rural adjusted ND ND RANK 2 2
< salary Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $9,265 33
o expenditures S'Z 1 ’454 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $10.03 15
per Percent instructional salaries for special education 8.8% 32
instructional State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.31 28
FTE $83 y 256 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $71,454 7
¥ Educational Outcomes m ‘ RANK
w
g Rural high ’ ND ND RANK 3 Z
< school ‘ 86 90/ Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -3.9 27
(D graduation - 0 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 0.8 33
rate Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 260.3 31
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 281.2 35
89 4% Rural high school graduation rate 86.9% 16
n
L e
]
g Percent rural ND ND RANK ]. 5
enroliment 28 1 0/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 274 28
in public " 0 Percent rural children who are unhoused 3.3% 19
preschool Percent school-aged children without health insurance 6.0% 21
o Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 28.1% 6
40 . 2 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 274 31
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Ohio
More than 350,000 Ohio students are enrolled in

rural school districts, the fourth largest absolute rural
student enrollment in the United States. These students

Priority
Ranking

comprise 23.2% of Ohio’s students. Educational

policy issues remain a very important concern. Ohio’s
average per pupil spending and transportation costs
are about average, but rural districts receive low state
contributions to school funding relative to local funding
($0.94 to every local dollar spent). Most educational
outcomes are above average; however, Ohio scored

38

tenth in highest priority for change in Grade 4 NAEP
Reading scores. Graduation rates in Ohio are high, with
93.3% of rural Ohio students completing high school.
School psychologists and school counselors have

high caseloads of 326:1in Ohio, and the ratio of rural
students to primary care physicians is also concerningly
high at 339:1. Only 34.3% of rural children are enrolled
in public preschool, and 1.4% of students in Ohio are
unhoused.

IMPORTANT RANK
Number oH OH RANK 3 ].
of rural 352 878 Percent rural schools 32.0% 30
students ’ Percent small rural districts 10.9% 35
Percent rural students 23.2% 25
Number of rural students 352,878 4
]_ ]_ 3 5 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 2.8% 45
Student and (median)
. . . RANK
Family Characteristics
Rural diversity oH OH RANK 1 Z
index \ 15 20/ Rural diversity index 15.2% 47
- 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 305% 33
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 12.0% 25
Percent rural multilingual learners 1.5% 44
34 . 3% Percent rural household mobility 6.3% 39
—_—
VERY IMPORTANT RANK
State oH OH RANK 1 8
revenue to SO 94 Rural instructional expenditures per pupil: rank 25 $8,220 25
schools per - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $10.72 21
local dollar Percent instructional salaries for special education 16.7% 6
(rural) State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.94 15
S ]_ 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $97,684 42
. ——— —
Educational Outcomes RANK
Change in OH OH RANK 1 ].
rural Grade 9 1 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -9.1 10
4 NAEP - Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 2.5 36
Reading Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 262.3 35
score Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 283.5 40
—3 4 Rural high school graduation rate 93.3% 45
o
CRITICAL RANK
Percent rural oH OH RANK ]. 5
enroliment 34 30/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 326 20
in public " Y Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.4% 42
preschool Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 76% 15
) Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 34.3% 14
40 2 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 339 14
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Leading

Oklahoma

Rural education in Oklahoma is ranked as the highest
overall priority, up from eighth in the 2023 Why Rural
Matters report. Nearly 60% of Oklahoma’s schools

are rural and rural students make up over 36% of the
state’s student population: both percentages are among
the top ten among other states. Only Delaware has a
more diverse rural student population. Rural school
community poverty levels are among the highest in

the United States, and about 1in 10 rural students have
changed primary residence in the last year. Oklahoma

spends $2,200 per student less on instruction than
the U.S. rural average. Rural teachers in Oklahoma

are paid lower than their peers in every state other
than Arkansas and Missouri. Educational outcomes
show some of the steepest declines in NAEP scores
between 2019 and 2024, and low scores for Grade 8
NAEP assessments in reading and math. Almost 5% of
Oklahoma’s rural students are unhoused, and almost
10% are uninsured. However, enrollment in public
preschool is relatively robust at 52.2%, ranking 42nd.

;
g Percent rural oK OK RANK 4
< students ) Percent rural schools 59.7% 9
) 36 3 /0 Percent small rural districts 69.2% n
Percent rural students 36.3% 10
Number of rural students 234,809 13
]_ 6 . 'Z% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 24.2% 23
Student and Family
| Characteristics RANK
g Rural diversity oK OK RANK 4
< index o Rural diversity index 57.5% 2
(D 57 '5 A) Poverty level in rural school communities 251% 12
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 17.7% 10
Percent rural multilingual learners 41% 19
34 3% Percent rural household mobility 9.4% 8
—
g Rural adjusted oK OK RANK 2 ].
< salary Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $6,262 4
O expenditures $701080 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $18.88 46
per Percent instructional salaries for special education 7.4% 39
instructional State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.20 21
FTE $83,256 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $70,080 3
: Educational Outcomes RANK
g Change in rural oK OK RANK 7
< Grade 4 NAEP _ 1 O 5 Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -10.5 7
(O Reading score . Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -3.7 14
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 254.9 15
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 267.7 10
—3 4 Rural high school graduation rate 88.1% 19
n
11} B
]
g Percent rural oK OK RANK 9
school-aged 9 ']0/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 336 17
children without . 0 Percent rural children who are unhoused 4.8% 9
health insurance Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 9.7% 6
coverage o Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 52.2% 42
6 4 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 341 13
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Significant

Oregon

Just over a quarter of Oregon’s schools and almost 12%
of its students are rural. Oregon’s districts are among
the top half of states for student diversity, and only ten
states have a higher percentage of rural multilingual
learners. Per pupil expenditures on instruction have
improved by about $1,400 since Why Rural Matters
2023, but teacher salaries remain more than $4,000
below the U.S. rural average. Only two states reported a
steeper decline in Grade 4 NAEP Math scores between
2019 and 2024. Nearly one in five rural students do not

graduate high school, and almost 5% are unhoused.

The percentage of rural students living in homes with
household incomes below the poverty line has increased
from 10.5% in the 2023 Why Rural Matters report to
12.9% in the current report. Rural student access to
primary care clinicians is among the best in the United
States at a ratio of 210:1 (rank 43).

;
g Percent small oR OR RANK 3 7
< rural districts 0 Percent rural schools 281% 34
) 57 '8 /0 Percent small rural districts 57.8% 20
Percent rural students 11.9% 37
Number of rural students 63,995 34
50 O% Percent rural students in a remote rural district 20.3% 26
~ Student and Family
'\ Characteristics RANK
v 16
=  Percent rural L7 or OR RANK
< multilingual o Rural diversity index 39.9% 18
(D learners 7 '2 A) Poverty level in rural school communities 281% 22
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 12.9% 22
5 60/ Percent rural multilingual learners 7.2% n
. (o} Percent rural household mobility 8.0% 17
; [ o
g Rural adjusted oR OR RANK 3 4
< salary Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,083 23
o expenditures $79 !039 Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $10.09 17
per Percent instructional salaries for special education 7.0% 40
instructional State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.99 37
FTE $83,256 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $79,039 17
: Educational Outcomes RANK
g Rural high OR OR RANK 5
< school 80 -Zo/ Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -8.9 12
(D graduation " o Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -9.3 4
rate Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 255.0 17
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 271.4 21
89 4% Rural high school graduation rate 80.7% 5
n
w
]
g Percent rural oR OR RANK 3 3
children who 4 90/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 312 21
are unhoused . Y Percent rural children who are unhoused 4.9% 7
Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 37% 37
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 42.7% 26
2 . 'Z% Rural students per primary care clinician 210 43
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31

Pennsylvania

Almost 300,000 Pennsylvania students are enrolled

in rural school districts, the fifth largest absolute rural
student enrollment in the United States. Pennsylvania’s
rural districts are becoming more diverse. The chance
that two randomly selected students in a rural school
would identify as a different race or ethnicity was 20.4%
in the 2023 Why Rural Matters report, but is currently
22.7%. Instructional spending and teacher salaries are
relatively high compared to other states, but only six
states have lower ratios of instructional spending to

transportation costs. The state of Pennsylvania provides
only $0.86 of funding per local dollar; only 11 states

rely more heavily on the local tax base. No state had

a sharper decline in Grade 4 reading and math NAEP
scores between 2019 to 2024. However, reading and
math NAEP scores are relatively high at rank 37 and 45.
At 92%, rural graduation rates are better than the U.S.
rural average of 89.4%. Public preschool enrollment is
low at 33.8%, as is the percentage of students without
health insurance (8.4%).

Number
of rural
students

PA
290,414
113,751

Student and (median)
Family Characteristics

IMPORTANT
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Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

RANK

PA RANK 3 6
28.3% 33
9.3% 36
19.2% 33
290,414 5
3.7% 43

RANK

PA RANK 4 ].
22.7% 36
322% 39
1.8% 26
1.7% 42
6.3% 39

RANK

. ol
CRUCIAL

10

PA RANK
$10,923 39
$9.25 7
19.0% 2
$0.86 12
$88,403 29
PA RANK 2 Z
-14.9 1
-14.0 1
2631 37
285.8 45
92.0% 40
RANK
PA RANK 2 7
250 33
1.9% 31
8.4% n
33.8% 12
237 39
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Rhode Island

Rhode Island ranks the lowest concern of any state on
four of five gauges, with the exception of educational
policy context. No state has fewer rural students. School
community poverty is comparatively very low, with only
three states reporting lower rates. Household income

in rural school communities is more than four times

the federal poverty threshold of $32,150 for a family of
four. Rhode Island has the lowest percentage of rural

half of states; however, transportation expenditures are
high and only one state provides less revenue to schools
per local tax dollar. Educational outcomes are strong
with the exception of Grade 4 NAEP Reading scores,
which dropped 8.7 points between 2019 and 2024.
Access to supports for well-being are comparatively
very positive, particularly public preschool enroliment.
At 92%, Rhode Island reports the highest enrollment in

Notable

unhoused students (0.6%). Instructional spending per public preschool.®

rural pupil and teacher salaries are well within the top

—~—
- RANK
1]
O
D Number RI RI RANK
< of rural 8 205 Percent rural schools 12.2% 48
O  students ’ Percent small rural districts 37.5% 30
Percent rural students 6.7% 44
Number of rural students 8,205 50
]_ ]_3 s 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 0.0% 46
~ Student and Family median
. . RANK
w Characteristics
O
=  Percent rural L/ . RI RANK
< school-aged 5 1 0/ Rural diversity index 18.6% 43
O  children . Y Poverty level in rural school communities 442% 47
experiencing Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 51% 48
poverty Percent rural multilingual learners 0.9% 47
1 4 ) 2 % Percent rural household mobility N/A N/A
M -
w VERY IMPORTANT RANK
° 1
=) State revenue RI RI RANK
< to schools per $O 33 Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $12,325 42
O] local dollar - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $9.37 9
(rural) Percent instructional salaries for special education 11.5% 19
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.33 2
S 1 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $96,347 39
. v
¥ Educational Outcomes RANK
w
o Rural high 4 8
S ural hig \ | RI RI RANK
g school ‘ 93 30/ Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -8.7 14
(® graduation " o Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 4.2 41
rate Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 272.4 47
0 Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 283.2 39
89 4 A) Rural high school graduation rate 93.3% 45
n
m v
(V] RANK
]
g Percent rural RI RI RANK 4 9
enroliment 92 00/ Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 191 44
in public . Y Percent rural children who are unhoused 0.6% 50
preschool Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 1.9% 48
) Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 92.0% 50
40 2 A) Rural students per primary care clinician 182 46

3 While there has been a strong push for public preschool in Rhode Island, it’s likely that this estimate is
somewhat inflated due to the estimation method detailed in the results section
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South Carolina

One in five students in South Carolina is rural and two

in five schools are rural. South Carolina’s rural districts
are some of the most diverse in the United States with

a 48.2% chance that two randomly selected students

in a rural school would identify as different races or
ethnicities. Only Mississippi and New Mexico have higher
rates of students living in homes where the household
income is below the poverty line of $32,150 for a family
of four. Per pupil instructional spending is $1,200 below

the rural U.S. average and adjusted teacher salaries
are almost $11,000 below the U.S. rural average. Rural
Grade 8 NAEP scores are critically low, but the change
in NAEP scores from 2019 to 2024 was less than most
states. Fifteen percent of rural high school students do
not graduate from high school, which is well above the
U.S. rural average of 10.6%.

Leading

w
O
-} Percent rural
< schools sc o
) 39.5%
30.7%
Student and Family
' Characteristics
g Poverty rural
< school-aged sc o
O  children 21.9%
experiencing
poverty
14.2%
2]
11}
O
:<) Percent cc
instructional
©  salaries 156%
for special
education
11.8%
: Educational Outcomes
g Rural Grade 8 sc
< NAEP Reading
(D score 2494
251.5
n
11}
O
-
g Percent rural
children who sco
are unhoused 3 6 /0
2.7%

Percent rural schools:

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

RANK

sC RANK 4 1
39.5% 25
2.6% 44
20.5% 31
152,809 21
3.3% 44

URGENT RANK

sC RANK 5

48.2% 8
260% 14
21.9% 3
5.3% 15
8.2% 16

RANK

. ol
CRUCIAL

12

SC RANK
$7,221 12
$14.80 42
15.6% 7
$1.28 26
$72,510 10
SC RANK 1 4
-0.8 38
1.9 34
249.4 5
264.2 8
85.0% 12
_
SC RANK 1 4
275 27
3.6% 16
6.3% 19
38.4% 22
308 20

Rural students per primary care clinician
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Leading

South Dakota

Despite a relatively small number of rural students,
South Dakota data suggests a very significant rural
education footprint. Almost 40% of South Dakota’s
students are rural and 75.4% of the state’s schools are
rural. Most rural school districts are remote (70.9%)
and small (77.3%). South Dakota ranks in the top
half of states with high rates of school community
poverty levels, 14.9% of rural students live in homes
with household incomes below the poverty line.
Mobility rates are relatively low. At $1,200 below the
rural U.S. average, per pupil spending is low. South

Dakota’s rural teachers make almost $11,000 less than
their peers teaching in rural schools in other states.
School funding from the state relative to local dollars
is critically low at $0.58 (rank 5). Only four states rely
more on the local tax base to fund their rural schools.
At 52.3%, South Dakota enrolls rural children in public
preschool at rates that are among the best in the
United States, but almost 17% of South Dakota’s rural
high school students do not graduate, a rate well
above the U.S. rural average of 10.6%.

Percent rural
schools

SD
15.4%

30.7%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Percent rural
household
mobility

SD
5.5%

1.8%

State
revenue to
schools per
local dollar
(rural)

$0.58

$1.25

Educational Outcomes

Rural high
school
graduation
rate

83.2%

89.4%

Percent

of rural
school aged
children
without
health
insurance

8.6%

6.4%

RANK
CRUCIAL
sD RANK 3
Percent rural schools 75.4% 4
Percent small rural districts 77.3% 4
Percent rural students 39.3% 7
Number of rural students 55,445 38
Percent rural students in a remote rural district 70.9% 5
SD RANK 2 8
Rural diversity index 24.0% 33
Poverty level in rural school communities 267% 18
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 14.9% 18
Percent rural multilingual learners 4.2% 18
Percent rural household mobility 5.5% 44
RANK

. ol
CRUCIAL

11

SD RANK
Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $7,288 13
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $12.53 31
Percent instructional salaries for special education 8.1% 36
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.58 5
Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $72,060 9
SD RANK 1 6
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -5.8 23
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -11 25
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 254.9 15
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 279.4 33
Rural high school graduation rate 83.2% 9
sD RANK 3 O
Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 252 32
Percent rural children who are unhoused 21% 26
Percent of rural school-aged children without health insurance 8.6% 10
Percent rural enrollment in public preschoo 52.3% 43
Rural students per primary care clinician 308 20
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29

Number
of rural
students

Student and

Tennessee

In terms of absolute rural student enroliment,
Tennessee’s 264,953 students rank 10th in the United
States, constituting just over one quarter of all of
Tennessee’s students. The percentage of rural school-
aged children living in homes below the poverty

line is very high at 17.8%, an increase from 15.7% in
the 2023 Why Rural Matters report. Low household
income is likely further complicated by high rates of
family mobility, with more 8.9% of students changing
primary residence in the past 12 months, down about

IMPORTANT

TN
264 953 Percent rural schools
’ Percent small rural districts
Percent rural students

Number of rural students

113,157

(median)

Family Characteristics

Percent rural
school-aged
children
experiencing
poverty

Rural
instructional
expenditures
per pupil

Educational Outcomes

Rural diversity index

TN
17.8%

14.2%

$6,395

$8,417

Rural high
school
graduation
rate

Percent rural
enroliment
in public
preschool

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

a percentage point from the 2023 Why Rural Matters
report. At $6,395 per pupil, instructional spending is
very low, with only five states spending less per student
on instruction. Teacher salaries rank in the bottom

third of the states, rising slightly in concern to rank

14 from rank 16 in the 2023 Why Rural Matters report.
Nearly matching the U.S. rural average of 89.4%, 89% of
Tennessee’s rural students graduate high school.

RANK

TN RANK 2 7
36.9% 27
4.3% 40
26.7% 17
264,953 10
1.0% 33

TN RANK 2 6
27.5% 28
308% 34
17.8% 9
1.8% 41
8.9% 12

VERY IMPORTANT

I

‘ RANK

24

TN RANK
$6,395 6
$13.89 39

9.4% 29
$1.37 29
$76,757 14

RANK

TN RANK 2 9

89-”6% Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -41 26
- Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -0.2 30
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 258.2 27

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2771 28

89 4% Rural high school graduation rate 89.0% 25

RANK

. _
TN RANK 2 1

35TN2% Rural students ?er psychologist/school counselor 345 16
" Percent rural children who are unhoused 21% 26
Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 51% 26

40 20/ Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 35.2% 16
. 0 Rural students per primary care clinician 282 27
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Texas

Prlorlty At more than 700,000 rural students, Texas has by Matters report. Teacher salaries remain low, but have
Ranking‘ far the largest absolute rural student enroliment of risen slightly relative to other states since the 2023 Why
any state in the United States, though only about one Rural Matters report. Rural schools receive $.0.84 to per
in seven Texas students and 26.7% of its schools are local dollar, and only ten states have more reliance on
rural. Districts are racially and ethnically diverse. If you the local tax base to fund their rural schools. Changes
were to randomly choose two students in a rural Texas from 2019 to 2024 in Grade 4 NAEP scores and high
school, there is more than a 45.8% chance that the school graduation rates are among the best in the U.S.,
students would identify as different races or ethnicities. but Grade 8 NAEP scores in both reading and math are
o Many Texas students are rural multilingual learners, and very low. Texas has the highest rate of uninsured rural
Ma.] OI families are 9.2% likely to have changed residencies in children in the United States (13.8%), and the ratio of
the past year. Per pupil instructional spending is low students per primary care clinician is of critical concern
(rank 14), but at $7,339, has improved slightly relative (435:1, rank 2).

to other states since ranking 11th in the 2023 Why Rural

—
w VERY IMPORTANT RANK
9 2
- Number ™ ™ RANK
< of rural Percent rural schools 26.7% 35
O  students 734!699 Percent small rural districts 471% 23
Percent rural students 14.4% 35
Number of rural students 734,699 1
1 13 5 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 19.5% 28
~ Student and (median)
3 ] ] RANK
w Family Characteristics URGENT
O
= Percent \ -~ ™ RANK
< multilingual 1 2 .Zo/ Rural diversity index 45.8% 10
(D learners - 0 Poverty level in rural school communities 289% 26
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 15.3% 16
Percent rural multilingual learners 12.7% 4
Y Percent rural household mobility 9.2% 10
. (]
M
w IMPORTANT RANK
=) State . X RANK
< revenue to $O 84 Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $7,339 14
O schools per - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $19.57 47
local dollar Percent instructional salaries for special education 6.5% 43
(rural) State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.84 n
S ]_ 25 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $79,213 18
¥ Educational Outcomes m RANK
w
© 37
= Rural ™ > RANK
< Grade 252 -Z Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score 2.4 42
(D 8 NAEP " Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 52 44
Reading Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 252.7 8
score Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2675 9
257 . 5 Rural high school graduation rate 93.8% 48
n
m B
] URGENT RANK
]
g Percent of X RANK 4
rural school- TX Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 328 19
aged children 13_8% Percent rural children who are unhoused 21% 26
without Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 13.8% 1
!1ea|th 0 Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 38.2% 20
Insurance 6.4/0 " T
Rural students per primary care clinician 435 2
coverage
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Significant

Utah

One in 20 of Utah’s students are rural. Only California,
Florida, and Nevada have fewer rural students as a
percentage. In absolute numbers, only four states and
the BIE have fewer rural students. Over 80% of Utah’s
rural students attend a rural remote school district. At
$7,216, per pupil spending in Utah is $1,200 below the
U.S. rural average. Although this is an increase of $1,071
per pupil over spending reported in the 2023 Why Rural
Matters report, Utah has lost ground relative to other
states and is now ranked 11th. Similarly, Utah’s rural

teacher salaries were ranked 36th in the 2023 Why Rural
Matters report, but are now ranked 31st. Utah’s students’
Grade 8 NAEP Math scores are among the highest of
rural test takers in the United States, but Grade 4 NAEP
scores saw a very significant drop from 2019 to 2024.
Access to primary care clinicians is critical in rural Utah
(359:1), and almost 10% of rural students do not have
health insurance.

w
g Percent rural ,
< studentsina
O  remote rural 80 4%
district
18.7%
Student and Family
' Characteristics
g Percent rural .
< multilingual
O learners 'Z %
: 5.6%
M
11}
O
N Rural
< instructional
O expenditures S'Z 216
per pupil
S8,417
: Educational Outcomes
g Change in rural uT
g Grade 4 NAEP
(D Math score '30%
0.3%
n
11}
O
-
g Percent rural
school-aged ut o
children without 9 8/0
health insurance
coverage
6.4%

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index
Poverty level in rural school communities
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty

Percent rural multilingual learners
Percent rural household mobility

IMPORTANT

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

.
URGENT

RANK
uT RANK 4 2
21.5% a4
23.5% 34
5.2% 47
31,993 45
80.4% 2
RANK
uT RANK 2 6
28.7% 25
274% 20
7.9% 44
7.3% 9
7.5% 26
RANK
uT RANK 3 2
$7,216 n
$13.66 38
N/A N/A
$1.27 25
$88,816 31
RANK
uT RANK 3 5
-5.2 24
-3.0 16
263.0 36
284.2 42
90.8% 30
RANK

10

uT RANK

244 35
3.4% 18
9.8% 4
41.8% 25

359 10
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Notable

Percent rural
students

Vermont

Vermont is among the most rural states in the U.S.
More than three quarters of its schools are rural (28.9%
of which are remote) and are attended by 60% of

the state’s students. Vermont school districts tend to
be small, but at 68.3% the percentage of small rural
districts is trending downward compared to the 2023
Why Rural Matters report, when 69.8% of districts were
small. Per pupil spending is relatively high. Rural teacher
salaries have improved significantly relative to salaries
in other states. In the 2023 Why Rural Matters report,
teacher salaries were ranked 19th. In this report, salary
data shows that salaries have risen relative to other

Percent rural schools
Percent small rural districts
Percent rural students

61.9%

Number of rural students

states and are now ranked 36th comparatively. Only
nine states spend more per pupil than Vermont, and
rural schools are supported primarily by the state as
opposed to local tax bases. No state has a better state-
to-local funding ratio. Rural students in Vermont have
some of the best access to school psychologists and
school counselors at an average ratio of one school-
based mental health professional for every 169 students.
Only Maine and New Hampshire have lower numbers
of students per primary care clinician. Educational
outcomes data were unavailable.

VT RANK 8

16.7%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Percent rural students in a remote rural district:

—~———

Percent rural

multilingual VTO
learners O 6 A)
5.6%

State
revenue to VT
schools per s ]. 88 ].
local dollar
(rural)

S1.25

N/A

Percent of

rural school-
aged children
without health
insurance
coverage

vT
1.6%

6.4%

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

—~——

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselork
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance

Percent rural enrollment in public preschool
Rural students per primary care clinician

76.2% 3
68.3% 13
61.9% 2
51,322 a4
28.9% 19
‘ RANK
VT RANK 17
15.3% 46
338% 41
10.2% 33
0.6% 48
5.3% 46
‘ RANK
vT RANK 18
$11,686 40
$22.03 48
7.5% 37
$18.81 49
$93,885 36
‘ RANK
VT RANK /
N/A N/A
N/A N/A
N/A N/A
N/A N/A
N/A N/A
‘ RANK
VT RANK 16
169 46
1.9% 31
1.6% 49
52.3% 43
163 47
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Major

Virgini

ginla

More than a quarter million students are enrolled

in Virginia’s mostly small rural school districts,
representing more than one in five public school
students in the state. The rural student population
is among the most diverse in the United States.
There is a 46% chance that two randomly chosen
students in a rural school would identify as different
races or ethnicities. Transportation expenditures
are proportionately high, with rural Virginia schools
spending $9.07 on instruction to every dollar spent
on transportation. Instructional per pupil spending
decreased slightly from the 2023 Why Rural Matters

report from $6,875 (rank 24) to $8,014 (rank 22).
Similarly, rural teacher salaries declined proportionally
from the 2023 Why Rural Matters report from rank 26 to
the current rank of 21, currently sitting slightly below the
U.S. rural average. Similarly, rural high school students
in Virginia are graduating at rates (88.8%) slightly under
the U.S. rural average of 89.4%. Enroliment in public
preschool, however, is critically low at 30.9%, only six
states have lower rates of enrollment. Likewise, with a
ratio of 398 rural students to one primary care clinician,
only four states have higher ratios of students per
clinician.

IMPORTANT RANK
Number VA VA RANK 3 5
of rural 274 .]3 1 Percent rural schools 31.0% 31
students I ’ Percent small rural districts 41% 42
Percent rural students 21.8% 28
Number of rural students 274,731 9
.. . ... ]_ ]_ 3 y 757 Percent rural students in a remote rural district 8.3% 38
Student and (median)
Family Characteristics CRITICAL | RANK
Rural VA VA RANK 2 Z
_diversity 46 O% Rural diversity index 46.0% 9
index - Poverty level in rural school communities 3M% 35
Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 12.5% 24
Percent rural multilingual learners 41% 19
34 3% Percent rural household mobility 7.7% 21
e
CRUCIAL RANK
Ratio of VA VA RANK 6
instructional $9 O.Z Rural instructional expenditures per pupil $8,014 22
to - Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $9.07 5
transportation Percent instructional salaries for special education 151% 9
expenditures State revenue to schools per local dollar $1.20 21
(rural) $ 1 1 54 Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $80,595 21
Educational Outcomes CRITICAL RANK
Rural high school VA VA RANK 2 6
graduation rate ’ 88 8% Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -2.2 33
" Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score 0.6 31
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 255.7 21
0 Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 274.4 24
89 4 /) Rural high school graduation rate 88.8% 24
—
CRITICAL RANK
Rural VA VA RANK 2 5
students per 398 Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 249 34
primary care Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.3% 43
clinician Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 4.7% 30
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 30.9% 8
322 Rural students per primary care clinician 398 5
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Significant

Washington

More than one in five schools in Washington are rural,
and nearly 30% of all rural students in Washington
attend a rural remote school district. If you were to
randomly choose two students in a rural Washington
school, there is more than a 40% chance that the
students would identify as different races or ethnicities.
At 12.7%, only three states have a higher percentage of
rural multilingual learners than Washington. Educational
policy context indicators suggest a high ratio of
state-to-local funding, strong per-pupil instructional

expenditures, and teacher salaries about $16,000 higher
than the U.S. rural average. Educational outcomes,
however, are urgent. Only Pennsylvania experienced a
steeper decline in Grade 4 NAEP Reading scores from
2019 to 2024, and the Grade 8 NAEP Math scores are
very low. At 82.6%, the rural high school graduation

rate in Washington is significantly under the rural

U.S. average of 89.4%. Only four states have a higher
percentage of students who are unhoused.

Percent small
rural districts

60.8%

50.0%
Student and Family

Characteristics
Percent rural
multilingual \ WA 0
learners ]- 2 . 7 A)
5.6%

State
revenue to WA
schools per $389
local dollar
(rural)

S1.25

Educational Outcomes

Change in
rural Grade 4
NAEP Reading
score

WA
-14.3

-3.4

Percent rural
children who
are unhoused

< > 5.4%

2.7%

IMPORTANT

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

—~——

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education

State revenue to schools per local dollar

RANK

WA RANK 3 4
22.2% 40
60.8% 18
9.5% 40
103,125 26
29.3% 18

CRITICAL RANK

WA RANK 2 O
40.0% 16
294% 29
9.9% 34
12.7% 4
7.7% 21

‘ RANK

WA RANK 1 7
$9,821 37
$12.23 29
6.6% 42
$3.89 47
$99,249 44

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

WA  RANK 4
14.3 2
-8.9 6
256.9 25
262.4 7
82.6% 7
RANK
WA  RANK 3 4
309 24
5.4% 5
4.8% 29
49.0% 38
232 40
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Major

West Virginia
est Virg

With county-wide school districts, none of West
Virginia’s districts are small, though nearly 57.2% of
schools are rural and 42% of students are rural. Rates
of rural school community poverty are high with

17% of rural students living in homes with household
incomes below the federal poverty line of $32,150 for
a family of four. Transportation costs are significant in
rural West Virginia. No state spends less on instruction
relative to transportation dollars, with just $6.78 going
to instruction for every dollar spent on transportation.
West Virginia’s teachers are paid on average almost

$10,000 less than the U.S. rural average. Rural Grade

8 NAEP reading and math scores are very low, though
Grade 4 math improved between 2019 and 2024.

Rural high school graduation rates are above average
(91.6% to U.S. 89.4%). Although access to primary

care clinicians and school psychologists and school
counselors is better than the U.S. average and only 3.3%
of students lack health insurance, West Virginia has a
critically high rate of unhoused students (7.3%, rank 2).

Percent rural
students

wv
41.6%

, 16.7%
Student and Family

Characteristics

Poverty level
in rural school
communities

245%

C)

290%
$6.78
$11.54

Educational Outcomes

Ratio of
instructional to
transportation
expenditures
(rural)

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Rural Grade
8 NAEP Math
score

254.8

213.7

Percent rural
children who
are unhoused

WV
1.3%

—|
@

2.7%

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused
Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance

Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

VERY IMPORTANT RANK
WV RANK 2 2
57.2% 10
0.0% 47
41.6% 5
101,541 27
19.7% 27
RANK
wv RANK 3 ].
12.8% 49
245% 10
17.0% 12
0.9% 47
6.7% 33
—_—
Y RANK 4
$7.872 20
$6.78 1
141% 12
$1.58 32
$73,887 12
wv RANK ]. 5
-6.2 21
32 37
2486 4
254.8 3
91.6% 36
RANK
WV RANK 3 5
269 29
7.3% 2
3.3% 42
43.5% 30
257 37

Rural students per primary care clinician
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Significant

GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1
Q

GAUGE 5

e O

Priority
Ranking

37

Number
of rural
students

Wisconsin

Nearly one in four students in Wisconsin is rural, and
more than 40% of schools in the state are rural, an
increase from 36.6% from the 2023 Why Rural Matters
report. Rural school community poverty levels in
Wisconsin and rates of family mobility (6%) are lower
than most other states. High school students are 92.7%
likely to graduate from rural Wisconsin schools, which is
above the U.S. rural rate of 89.4%. Rural teacher salaries

teachers’ salary data reported in the 2023 Why Rural
Matters report. Local funding sources make up a lower
proportion of state contributions to rural education

as compared to most other states, with only $0.88
coming from the state for every local dollar. Almost

one in 15 students lacks health insurance; however, rural
Wisconsin reports better than average access to school-
based mental health professionals.

Student and
Family Characteristics

187,129

113,757

(median)

are around $6,500 less than the U.S. rural average,
and Wisconsin salaries have fallen compared to rural

RANK

VERY IMPORTANT

Percent rural
household
mobility

State
revenue to
schools per
local dollar
(rural)

6.0%

1.8%

$0.88

$1.25

Educational Outcomes

wi RANK

Percent rural schools 40.9% 22

Percent small rural districts 42.4% 24

Percent rural students 23.4% 23

Number of rural students 187,729 18

Percent rural students in a remote rural district 28.6% 20

e ‘ RANK
Wi RANK 4 O

Rural diversity index 22.6% 37

Poverty level in rural school communities 321% 37

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty 9.4% 37

Percent rural multilingual learners 3.4% 27

Percent rural household mobility 6.0% 42

—
CRUCIAL RANK
Wi RANK 8

Rural high
school
graduation
rate

Percent of
rural school-
aged children
without
health
insurance
coverage

92.7%

89.4%

6.3%

6.4%

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil: rank 26 $8,233 26
Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures $11.95 27
Percent instructional salaries for special education 18.7% 4
State revenue to schools per local dollar $0.88 13
Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE $76,823 15
‘ RANK
wi RANK 4 3
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score -1.3 36
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score -1.2 24
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score 262.2 34
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score 2841 41
Rural high school graduation rate 92.7% 43
- =
i RANK 3 9
Rural students per psychologist/school counselor 238 39
Percent rural children who are unhoused 1.8% 35
Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance 6.3% 19
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool 451% 31
Rural students per primary care clinician 280 28
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GAUGE 4 GAUGE 3 GAUGE 2 GAUGE 1

GAUGE 5

Priority
Ranking

40

Notable

Wyoming

More than half of Wyoming'’s public schools are rural,

and more than one in four of the state’s students
attends a rural school district. Only two states have
a higher percentage of rural remote districts. Rates
of rural school community poverty are slightly below
average, and 9.1% of children live in homes with
household incomes below the poverty line (rank 39).
At $12,192, per pupil spending is high (rank 41) as
compared to rural districts in other states. Teacher
salaries (rank 43) are also higher than average. Rural
Wyoming teacher salaries are nearly $15,000 higher

than the average for the rural United States. Rural
Grade 8 NAEP scores are better than the U.S. average,
and the decrease in NAEP scores from 2019 to 2024

is about average when compared to rural test takers

in other states. High school graduation rates stand out
relative to the other indicators, with just under 15% of
rural students not graduating high school, a rate higher
than the U.S. rural average of 10.6%. Caseloads for
primary care clinicians and school-based mental health
professionals are low relative to other states.

Percent rural
students in a
remote rural
district

/b 760

18.7%

Student and Family
Characteristics

Poverty level
in rural school
communities

282%

290%

Ratio of
instructional to
transportation
expenditures
(rural)

$10 96

O
el

Educational Outcomes

Rural high school
graduation rate

85.2%

89.4%

2.6%

unhoused

Percent rural
children who are 0

2.7%

VERY IMPORTANT

Percent rural schools

Percent small rural districts

Percent rural students

Number of rural students

Percent rural students in a remote rural district

Rural diversity index

Poverty level in rural school communities

Percent rural school-aged children experiencing poverty
Percent rural multilingual learners

Percent rural household mobility

IMPORTANT

Rural instructional expenditures per pupil

Ratio of instructional to transportation expenditures
Percent instructional salaries for special education
State revenue to schools per local dollar

Rural adjusted salary expenditures per instructional FTE

Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Reading score
Change in rural Grade 4 NAEP Math score
Rural Grade 8 NAEP Reading score

Rural Grade 8 NAEP Math score

Rural high school graduation rate

Rural students per psychologist/school counselor
Percent rural children who are unhoused

Percent rural school-aged children without health insurance
Percent rural enrollment in public preschool

Rural students per primary care clinician

RANK

18

wY RANK
50.6% 14
38.7% 27
26.0% 19
23,556 48
79.0% 3
RANK
wY RANK 3 O
24.2% 32
282% 23
9.1% 39
3.6% 26
7.6% 25
RANK
wY RANK 3 8
$12,192 41
$10.96 22
15.6% 7
$1.29 27
$98167 43
RANK
wY RANK 2 7
-4.6 25
-05 27
264.3 40
278.0 30
85.2% 13
RANK
wY RANK 4 O
228 40
2.6% 22
51% 26
45.4% 33
245 38
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Student and Family Characteristics Gauge
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which sufficient unhoused data is available.

Percent Rural Children Who Are Unhoused

The number of students in rural districts who are categorized as “unhoused,” divided by the total number of students in rural districts for
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10.0%

The percent of rural children age 6 to 18 who are not covered by health insurance.

o

Percent Rural School-Aged Children Without Health
Insurance Coverage

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2023 (1-year estimates)
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i As per Nevada Senate Bill 543, referenced in correspondence with Dr. Julie Wootton-Greener of the Nevada
Department of Education on 2/28/25.

ii Special thanks to Randall Longenecker, M.D., an expert in rural medicine for his guidance in developing this new
indicator. Dr. Longenecker is the Assistant Dean Emeritus for Rural and Underserved Programs and Professor of
Family Medicine at the Ohio University College of Osteopathic Medicine, Executive Director of the Rural Training
Track Collaborative, Associate Project Director of the Collaborative for Rural Primary Care Research, Education and
Practice, and Central Lead for the Rural Residency Planning and Development Technical Assistance Center.

il For the first time, this total also includes students attending rural schools in Puerto Rico, the Bureau of Indian
Education, the Virgin Islands, and the Northern Mariana Islands. Note that, although there are some rural schools in
Guam and American Samoa, none of these schools reported enroliment for the 2023-24 school year.

IV personal communication with Julie Wootton-Greener, Public Information Officer, Nevada Department of
Education, on February 28, 2025.

V' Hawaii is excluded from most of the indicators throughout this report because its organization as a single
statewide district makes district-level data unavailable for rural communities.

Vi The majority of this report is conducted at the district level, and so school inclusion or exclusion is based on the
NCES locale classification of the entire district.

vii Documentation and further explanation about the School Neighborhood Poverty index can be accessed on the
National Center for Education Statistics’ section for Education Demographic and Geographic Estimates: https:/
nces.ed.gov/programs/edge/Economic/NeighborhoodPoverty

Vi Data from Ed Data Express only provide counts for school districts that reported an enrollment of at least 3
multilingual learners. This means that the total number of multilingual learners shown here may slightly undercount
the total and the percentage shown may be slightly higher than the actual percentage.

X This indicator is not adjusted for geographic cost, which is significant in the case of states like Alaska. However,
the teacher salary indicator is adjusted by the Comparable Wage Index for Teachers.

X Because the transportation expenditures are lumped together in a single sum, it is possible that some of these
costs are related to extracurricular activities or field trips. Unfortunately, it is impossible to separate these out from

the basic transportation costs.

i See http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2043 for summary and links to a Charleston Gazette series on

school consolidation that won the 2002 Education Writers Association award.

xii The National Center for Education Statistics provides clear details on how districts are to report financial data
(https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/pdf/2023304 FY21F33 Documentation.pdf). These details specify the following in Part
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xii “Snhacial education programs’ refers to activities for elementary-secondary students who require assistance to
accommodate specific disabilities (program 200). These programs include services related to medical, physical,
mental, and psychological disabilities, such as mental retardation, orthopedic impairment, emotional disturbance,
developmental delay, specific learning disabilities, hearing and visual impairments, health impairments, and
speech or language impairments. Exclude from the reporting in this section programs for services not related

to the accommodation of specific disabilities, such as programs for the gifted and talented, alternative/at-risk
education programs, and bilingual or English language learner programs.” However, this does not guarantee that
every district followed these specifications.

i Some districts that provided salary information (and were thus included in this report’s indicator) did not
report the number of students on specialized education plans. For consistency, these districts were removed from
the totals shown in this table. For this reason, some of the numbers here may be slightly different from the ones
for the special education indicator.

XV personal communication with Julie Wootton-Greener, Public Information Officer, Nevada Department of
Education, on February 28, 2025.

XV Documentation and further explanation about the Comparable Wage Index For Teachers (CWIFT) can be
accessed on the National Center for Education Statistics’ section for Education Demographic and Geographic
Estimates: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/edge/Economic/TeacherWage

xvi U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2019 and 2024 Assessments.

xVii To preserve confidentiality, Ed Facts only provides a range of the number of graduates instead of an exact
number for small schools. In these cases, an estimated number of graduates for each school was interpolated by
finding the average number of graduates in all schools for which exact numbers were reported. Because of the
skewed distribution of graduation rates, this estimation method is more precise than simply taking the median
number of each reported range.

xviii This indicator should be treated as a proxy for access to school-based mental health professionals rather than
an exact measure of access. In many rural districts, school counselors and school psychologists are stretched thin
and must perform a wide range of tasks in addition to those related to student mental health.

Xix The category of “homeless” is defined in Subtitle VII-B of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act as
students “lacking a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. This includes situations where individuals are:
sharing the housing of others due to loss of housing or economic hardship; living in motels, hotels, or trailer parks;
living in emergency or transitional shelters; or residing in places not designed for sleeping, such as cars or public
spaces.”

*X We estimated this proportion by dividing the number of students attending a public preschool in a rural area by
40% of the total rural children between the ages of O and 4. This assumes a roughly uniform distribution across
that age range and that there are similar numbers of 3-year-old children who are not yet eligible for preschool and
5-year-old children who are.
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