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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Policy Question 

Should the federal government modify the human resources requirement in the School 

Improvement Grant models to address the specific challenges facing rural high schools? 

 

Background 

The Obama Administration is pressuring Congress to reauthorize the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA), legislation that significantly increased federal funding 

and accountability requirements for elementary and secondary education.  As part of the 

effort to help schools meet accountability standards, Congress authorized School 

Improvement Grants (SIG) that provide funds to improve low-performing Title I schools.  

In order to be eligible to receive funds, schools must implement one of four school 

intervention models that are designed to induce radical and transformative change in the 

school.  This report focuses on two models: the Turnaround and Transformation models.  

As part of these models, the Department of Education requires the mandatory 

replacement of the principal and, in the Turnaround model, 50% of the current staff as 

well.  

 

President Obama outlined a new goal for his proposal on ESEA reauthorization: every 

student should graduate from high school ready for college and career.1  This goal is 

ambitious considering high school students have made no progress on the National 

Assessment for Educational Progress over the last few decades while elementary and 

                                                        
1 United States Department of Education, A Blueprint for Reform: The Reauthorization of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (Washington, DC: Education Publications Center, 2010), 3. 
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middle school students have made modest improvements.2  These results align with a 

common perception that high schools have historically been the most difficult schools to 

improve and are the most “impervious to change.”3  Rural high schools face additional 

challenges recruiting and retaining high-quality teachers and administrators due to 

relatively lower pay, geographic and social isolation, and subject area certification 

requirements.  This report analyzes the feasibility of implementing the Turnaround and 

Transformation models in rural high schools.   

 

Nationwide Comparison of Staffing in Rural and Urban High Schools 

Using the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey, I analyze teacher qualifications and 

recruitment data.  While teachers in urban high schools have more years of experience, 

teachers in rural high schools remain in their current schools longer.  Consequently, 

teacher turnover rates appear to be lower in rural high schools than urban ones.  If low 

teacher turnover and the resulting stability has a positive effect on student achievement in 

rural high schools, SIG models would undercut that advantage.  Much of the data, 

however,  is too aggregated to be definitive. Qualitative data can offer suggestive 

evidence about their effect. 

 

 

 

                                                        
2 Ronald F. Ferguson et al.,  How High Schools Become Exemplary: Ways that Leadership Raises Achievement and 
Narrows Gaps by Improving Instruction in 15 Public High Schools. (Boston: 2009 Annual Conference of the 
Achievement Gap Institute at Harvard University Report, 2009), 15. 
3Ferguson, 14.  
L. Cuban, How Teachers Taught: Constancy and Change in American Classrooms 1890‐1980 
(New York: Longman, 1984.)  
P.M. Evans, “A  Principal’s  Dilemmas:  Theory  and  Reality  of  School  Redesign.”  
Phi Delta Kappan 84, no. 6 (2003): 424‐437.  
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North Carolina Case Study of Staffing in Rural and Urban High Schools 

To evaluate the feasibility of the Turnaround and Transformation models in rural high 

schools, I survey 13 principals in rural and urban districts across North Carolina.  The 

sample includes a varied group of schools in terms of district and school size, student 

poverty, and student performance.  While the sample is small and non-random, many of 

the findings correspond with current research in a number of areas including: the 

district’s recruiting capacity, the geography of teacher labor markets, and the role of the 

school system in a rural community.   

 

In developing the survey questions, I concentrated on the process for filling teaching 

vacancies with the intention of learning if and how hiring differs between rural and urban 

high schools.  The surveys generated the following conclusions.  

 

A district’s student population determines the size, specialization, and involvement of the 

district office.  In urban districts, the human resources department has the capacity to 

provide a variety of resources and recruitment methods which research suggests results in 

hiring more qualified teachers.  Rural district offices, however, typically handle only an 

applicant’s processing and paperwork. 

 

Rural and urban principals identify similar patterns with respect to teacher shortages in 

science, mathematics, and special education.  Nonetheless, urban principals can almost 

always fill a core subject vacancy due to the number of applicants in the centralized 

district recruiting system.  In the current economy, even rural principals in low-income 
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areas can typically fill their vacancies.  Rural principals often rely on the community for 

recruiting, both to vet applicants and to ensure local connection.  While teacher labor 

markets are usually localized, many newly hired teachers are from out-of-state as a result 

of the economy.   

 

To implement a SIG model, urban principals foresaw obstacles such as the school’s 

stigma of low-performance or considerable paperwork.  Most rural principals indicated 

that replacing 50% of their staff would be “extremely difficult” or impossible.  Their 

challenges included attracting new teachers and their families with a depressed local 

economy, implementing seniority-based hiring policies which result in losing effective 

teachers, and devastating a close-knit rural community.  In many rural communities 

where the school system is the largest employer, losing 50% of high-school teachers 

would damage the local economy as well.    

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The federal government should modify the human resources requirement in the School 

Improvement Grant models to address the specific challenges facing rural high schools.  

Rural high schools are unlikely to have enough applicants to replace 50% of their staff 

because the applicant pool is not sufficient.  For those few rural schools who could find 

the number of applicants, the quality would not be adequate, especially in hard-to-fill 

subject areas. Instead of requiring rural high schools to replace their administrators and 

teachers, the federal government should implement policies that support long-term 

human capital sustainability in rural areas.  The federal government—potentially through 
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state-administered grants— can help lower the costs of recruitment practices for rural 

districts. Some states have already implemented initiatives to help rural districts recruit 

high-quality teachers through statewide rural recruitment clearinghouses and “grow-your-

own” teacher and administrator initiatives.  
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REPORT 

Introduction 

The Obama Administration is pressuring Congress to reauthorize the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  The negotiation relies largely on the policy expertise 

of the Congressional staff and, by extension, the advocacy groups they rely on for 

information.   My client is the Alliance for Excellent Education, a Washington, D.C.-

based organization that advocates for federal high school reform to ensure that every 

child graduates college- and career-ready.  The Alliance is a relatively new 

organization—philanthropists founded the Alliance in 2001—but it is very influential.  

Former employees run both the Senate Education Committee Majority Office and the 

House Education Committee Minority Office.  The organization is well-respected for 

providing sound, non-partisan information for policymakers.  As a result, my Masters 

Project has two clients: the Alliance for Excellent Education and federal policymakers in 

Washington, D.C.     

 

While rural schools are always mentioned in ESEA policy conversations, there is limited 

research about the impact of federal policies on rural schools.  As such, the particular 

needs and character of rural schools are often sidelined.  This report will help address this 

issue by providing an accessible assessment of whether the federal government should 

modify the human resources requirement in the School Improvement Grant models to 

address the specific challenges facing rural high schools. 
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This report starts with a discussion of relevant background information including the 

federal role in education policy, the challenges of high school reform, and the difficulties 

faced by rural schools with respect to the hiring and retention of quality teachers.  The 

subsequent sections highlight the differences between rural and urban high schools  and 

explores possible reasons for those differences.  The final section finds that the School 

Improvement Grant models required by Department of Education regulations are not 

likely to be effective at recruiting quality teachers and increasing student achievement in 

rural high schools.  

 

Background 

This section provides a brief overview of background information including: the federal 

role in education policy, school improvement grants, the challenges of high school 

reform, and the difficulties of rural schools.    

 

Expanding Federal Role 

Constitutionally, each state is responsible for its own public school system, and 

historically, state and local governments have provided the bulk of funding for K-12 

education.  However, in 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed into law the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as part of his “War on Poverty.”  

ESEA represented the greatest single increase in federal funding for elementary and 

secondary education to date.  The primary purpose of ESEA was to help specific groups 

of children, not to fundamentally change the structure or authority of the state educational 

systems.  For example, the largest component of ESEA was Title I, which required 
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districts to provide additional services to poor students in exchange for federal funds.  In 

2002, Congress amended ESEA and reauthorized it as the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB).  NCLB changed the historical purpose of ESEA by also broadly increasing 

accountability requirements that mandated states to implement curriculum standards, 

annual subject-based assessments for required grades, and federal sanctions for low-

performing schools.  

 

As part of the new accountability system, NCLB required states to set standards to 

determine Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), which measures the amount of progress 

each school must make annually in order for every student to be on grade level in reading 

and math by 2014.  Schools that do not make AYP face sanctions.  These sanctions range 

from allowing the low-performing school’s students to transfer to a higher-performing 

school to requiring the school to provide supplementary services, such as tutoring.  

Through AYP and the sanctions for not meeting it, the federal government extended its 

reach to ensure that schools are teaching their students.   

 

School Improvement Grants 

As part of the effort to help schools improve, Congress authorized School Improvement 

Grants (SIG) which provide funds to help low-performing Title I schools improve their 

students’ achievement.4  SIG was funded at $125 million in FY2007, but its funding has 

since increased significantly.  Initially funded at $546 million through the annual budget 

in FY2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act provided an additional $3 

                                                        
4 United States Department of Education, “School Improvement Fund Program Description,”  
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/sif/index.html (accessed December 4, 2010). 



 

5 

billion.  States apply to the federal government for these funds, and then the districts 

apply to the state.  In order to be eligible to receive funds, districts must prioritize 

“persistently lowest-achieving schools” and implement one of four school intervention 

models.5   

 

Although few high schools were initially eligible for School Improvement Grants, 

Congressional appropriators last year made many more high schools eligible for the 

funds.  Using publicly available data, researchers found that high schools benefitted 

significantly from this recent change: states awarded 38 percent to high schools, 18 

percent to middle schools, and 22 percent to combination or alternative schools.6  Only 

26 percent of the grants were awarded to elementary schools, which typically receive the 

bulk of Title I funding.7  In fact, Tennessee decided to fund only high schools.   

 

The four school intervention models (see Appendix I) are designed to induce radical and 

transformative change in the school.  In the Restart model, the district hires a charter 

management organization or education management organization to takeover and run the 

low-performing school.  The School Closure model requires the district to close the 

school and enroll its students in a higher-achieving school in the district.  The 

Transformation and Turnaround models are very similar. As part of both models, the 

Department of Education requires a number of best practices to be implemented—such as 

                                                        
5 United States Department of Education, “School Improvement Grants,” 
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/sif/nastid2.pdf (accessed December 4, 2010). 
6 U.S. Chamber of Commerce, “School Improvement Grant Surprises: 10 Things the Data Show,” 
http://icw.uschamber.com/newsletter-article/school-improvement-grant-surprises-10-things-data-shows 
(accessed December 4, 2010). 
7 Ibid. 
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providing increased learning time to staff and students, ensuring continuous use of data to 

inform and differentiate instruction, and implementing strategies to recruit, place, and 

retain staff.  The most controversial aspect of these models is the mandatory replacement 

of the principal and, in the Turnaround model, 50% of the existing staff as well.  

Proponents argue that these models are effective in ensuring that low-performing teachers 

exit low-performing schools, but the models can present significant challenges to the 

school and the wider community.   

 

Not surprisingly, 70 percent of schools chose to implement the Transformation model, 

which is perceived as the least intrusive model.  Twenty-two percent chose the 

Turnaround model, which requires replacing 50 percent of the staff in addition to the 

principal.8  These two models focus on the human capital element of school 

improvement: the idea that the teachers and principal of a school are the most important 

determinant of student achievement.  The feasibility of these models depends on the labor 

markets for teachers and administrators within the district.     

 

The Importance and Difficulty of High School Reform 

No Child Left Behind established an overarching goal that every child should be on grade 

level in reading and math by 2014.  President Obama outlined a new goal for his proposal 

on ESEA reauthorization: every student should graduate from high school ready for 

college and career.9  This new goal focuses additional attention on high schools, 

particularly low-performing high schools.  However, despite this attention and the 
                                                        
8 U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 
9 United States Department of Education, A Blueprint for Reform: The Reauthorization of the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (Washington, DC: Education Publications Center, 2010), 3. 
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accompanying funds, high schools have historically been the most difficult schools to 

improve and are the most “impervious to change.”10 

 

Both nationwide and internationally, American high schools are falling behind.  

According to the National Assessment for Educational Progress, high school students 

have made no progress in math or reading scores over the last few decades.11  In contrast, 

elementary and middle school students  have made modest improvements.12  

Internationally, American high school students are lagging as well.  According to the 

Programme for International Student Assessment of the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, fifteen-year-olds from many other nations outscore 

Americans.  More than a dozen nations score better than white American fifteen-year-

olds in mathematics problem solving.13  In addition, while many other nations have 

increased their high school completion rates, the U.S. rate has stayed nearly the same 

over the past few decades.14 

 

 

                                                        
10 Ronald F. Ferguson et al.,  How High Schools Become Exemplary: Ways that Leadership Raises 
Achievement and Narrows Gaps by Improving Instruction in 15 Public High Schools. (Boston: Harvard 
University Press), 14.  
L. Cuban, How Teachers Taught: Constancy and Change in American Classrooms 1890‐1980 
(New York: Longman, 1984.)  
P.M. Evans, “A  Principal’s  Dilemmas:  Theory  and  Reality  of  School  Redesign.”  
Phi Delta Kappan 84, no. 6 (2003): 424‐437.  
11 National Assessment of Educational Progress, “The Nation’s Report Card,” http://nationsreportcard.gov/ 
(accessed December 4, 2010). 
12 Ferguson, 15. 
13 OECD Programme for International Student Assessment, “PISA 2006 Science Competencies for 
Tomorrow’s World,” 
http://www.pisa.oecd.org/document/2/0,3343,en_32252351_32236191_39718850_1_1_1_1,00.html 
(accessed December 4, 2010.) 
14 OECD Directorate for Education, “Education at a Glance 2010: OECD Indicators,” 
http://www.oecd.org/document/24/0,3343,en_2649_39263238_43586328_1_1_1_1,00.html (accessed 
December 4, 2010.) 
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Challenges in Rural Schools 

Education reform efforts typically focus on urban schools.  Often located in proximity to 

state legislatures and research universities, urban schools are a constant and visible 

reminder of the inequities in the American education system.  However, rural schools 

educate nearly 21 percent of the school-aged population, or 8.8 million students.15  While 

rural schools often benefit from the strength of rural communities, they face many of the 

same challenges as urban schools, such as low student achievement.  In fact, rural schools 

have lower levels of overall student achievement and attainment, and higher drop-out 

rates than suburban schools.16  Rural schools also face challenges specific to rural areas 

including small enrollments, heightened transportation costs, and limited curriculum.   

 

Even those challenges shared with urban schools are particularly difficult to address in 

rural areas.  Teacher recruitment and retention provide an illustrative example.  High-

needs schools across the country experience difficulty staffing their schools with high-

quality teachers.  Researchers in New York State found that more than 80 percent of 

teachers were teaching in a district fewer than 40 miles from their hometown.17  In 

Tennessee, researchers found that the vast majority of teachers worked in districts near 

the university where they received their teaching certification.18  The localized nature of 

the teacher labor market means that rural schools have far fewer available teachers than 

urban ones.   

                                                        
15 J.W. Sipple and B.O. Brent, “Challenges and Strategies Associated with Rural School Settings,” in The 
Handbook of Research in Education Finance and Policy, ed. H.F. Ladd and E.B. Fiske (New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 612.  
16 Sipple and Brent, 614. 
17 Sipple and Brent, 615. 
18 Sipple and Brent, 615. 
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Hammer et al  (2005) identify three main challenges to teacher recruitment and retention 

in rural areas.19  First, rural districts often pay both teachers and administrators 

significantly less than urban districts.  While this lower amount partially reflects cost of 

living differences, the pay differential is primarily a factor of lower property tax bases 

and subsequently smaller overall budgets in rural areas.  Second, teachers in rural areas—

particularly those who did not grow up there—often experience geographic and social 

isolation.  More specifically, the distance to key services such as high-quality medical 

care often represents a significant cost to teachers in terms of convenience, time and 

expense.  Finally, the No Child Left Behind Act requires teachers to be certified as 

“highly qualified” in each subject area they teach.  In rural schools, teachers are often 

required to teach multiple subjects due to low student enrollment, and therefore must be 

“highly qualified” in each subject they teach.  This issue is a particular concern in middle 

and high school, where courses are content-specific.  

 

Nationwide Comparison of Staffing in Rural and Urban High Schools 

To better understand the challenges of rural high schools, I analyzed teacher 

qualifications and recruitment data from the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey.20 

 

 

 

                                                        
19 Patricia Cahape Hammer et al.,  Rural Teacher Recruitment and Retention Practices: A Review of the 
Research Literature, National Survey of Rural Superintendents, and Case Studies of Programs in Virginia 
(Charleston, WV: Appalachia Educational Laboratory at Edvantia, 2005.) 
20 The 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey provides the most recent data that are publicly available.  
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Analytical Methods 

To identify potential patterns in teacher qualifications and recruitment data in rural high 

schools nationwide, I analyzed data from the Institute of Education Sciences’ Schools 

and Staffing Survey (SASS) from 1999-200021.  Although no single statistic is a good 

proxy for  teacher quality, several measures of teacher credentials have been shown in the 

literature to predict  teacher effectiveness including: years of teaching experience 

(especially at the low end), the competitiveness of the teacher’s undergraduate institution, 

licensure type, licensure test scores, and whether or not a teacher is National Board 

certified.22  In this dataset, there was information on some of these factors including 

teacher education, experience, and certification.  Further, administrators evaluated the 

relative difficulty of filling vacancies in different subject areas and identified methods 

they used to fill those vacancies.  While not ideal, the data available does provide some 

information about the teacher qualifications and recruitment in rural high schools.  

 

The Schools and Staffing Survey (1999-2000) categorizes the urbanicity of schools: 1) 

large or mid-size central city (22.3% of survey schools); 2) urban fringe or large- or mid-

size city (38.5%); 3) small town or rural (39.3%).  For the purposes of this report, I will 

identify the first category as urban and the last as rural.  However, tests of significance 

included teachers from all three urbanicity codes.  In compiling this dataset, the Institute 

of Education Sciences surveyed 4,655 urban teachers and 8,551 rural teachers. Weights 

were not used in this data analysis; as a result, the estimates may be biased because some 

population subgroups were under- or over-represented in the surveyed sample.     
                                                        
 
22 Charles Clotfelter et al., “High Poverty Schools and the Distribution of Teachers and Principals,” 
Sanford Working Paper Series SAN06-08 (December 2006.) 
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Teaching Qualifications and Experience 

While urban high school teachers have, on average, more years of experience, rural high 

school teachers teach almost a year longer at their current school than urban teachers (see 

Table 1.)  As a result, the teacher turnover rate appears to be lower in rural high schools 

than urban ones.  This difference may reflect limited job alternatives for many rural 

teachers in distressed areas.  Also, rural high school teachers are slightly, though 

significantly, more likely to have a bachelors degree and a teaching certificate in their 

main teaching assignment: these qualifications positively impact student achievement.   

 

Table 1: High School Teacher Experience and Qualifications 
  

Urban 
 

Rural 
 
Average number of years of experience  

 
14.86* 

 
14.26* 

 
Average number of years at current school 

 
9.6* 

 
10.4* 

 
Percentage with a bachelors degree 

 
98.1* 

 
98.5* 

 
Percentage with a teaching certificate in main teaching assignment  

 
93.8* 

 
95.6* 

*Significant at the .001 level 
 

Filling Vacancies 

Considering the larger labor market of teachers in urban areas, I predicted that urban high 

schools would be able to fill vacancies more easily than rural high schools.  As expected, 

a higher percentage of urban high schools filled vacancies easily in all of the subject 

areas reported in Table 2 than rural high schools.  However, a higher percentage of urban 

high schools also found filling those vacancies difficult.  There are two possible 

explanations for these contradictory findings.  First, the urbanicity codes in the dataset 
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are very broad: for example, the rural code includes both small towns and rural areas.  

The findings could reflect patterns that vary with district, state, or region.  Jerry D. 

Johnson, the research and policy director of the Rural School and Community Trust, 

stated that: 

National numbers don’t account for how much rural communities vary across the 
nation…Most data gathering [in the Schools and Staffing Survey] hasn’t been 
done in a way that allows statistically accurate state-level comparisons and 
conclusions.23 
 

The second possibility then is an unknown variable or variables that are responsible for 

the divergent trends.  Controlling for the poverty level of the school, as indicated by the 

percentage of students eligible for free-or-reduced price lunch, does not change the 

overall pattern.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        
23 Mary Schulken, “Rural School Staffing: Hot Spots Hidden in Numbers,” Education Week, August 10, 
2010. 
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Table 2: Degree of Difficulty Faced by High School Administrators to Fill Specific 
Vacancies 
 Urban Rural 
Special Education 

- Easy 
- Somewhat hard/ Very hard  
- Could not fill vacancies 
- No vacancy in this field 
- Not applicable 

 
- 15.0* 
- 42.4* 
- 6.2* 
- 16.0* 
- 20.5* 

 
- 9.4* 
- 31.4* 
- 2.6* 
- 29.7* 
- 26.9* 

English or Language Arts 
- Easy 
- Somewhat hard/ Very hard  
- Could not fill vacancies 
- No vacancy in this field 
- Not applicable 

 
- 36.9* 
- 22.4* 
- 0.9* 
- 14.6* 
- 25.2* 

 
- 22.8* 
- 22.2* 
- 0.5* 
- 28.1* 
- 26.3* 

Mathematics 
- Easy  
- Somewhat hard/ Very hard 
- Could not fill vacancies 
- No vacancy in this field 
- Not applicable 

 
- 14.9* 
- 43.5* 
- 2.9* 
- 14.0* 
- 24.7* 

 
- 11.4* 
- 32.5* 
- 1.2* 
- 11.4* 
- 26.6* 

Biology or Life Sciences 
- Easy  
- Somewhat hard/ Very hard 
- Could not fill vacancies 
- No vacancy in this field 
- Not applicable 

 
- 16.9* 
- 32.8* 
- 1.2* 
- 21.0* 
- 28.2* 

 
- 10.2* 
- 23.5* 
- 0.5* 
- 36.7* 
- 29.1* 

Foreign Languages 
- Easy 
- Somewhat hard/ Very hard 
- Could not fill vacancies 
- No vacancy in this field 
- Not applicable 

 
- 11.1* 
- 30.5* 
- 1.3* 
- 23.6* 
- 33.5* 

 
- 4.3* 
- 22.4* 
- 1.7* 
- 37.7* 
- 33.9* 

*Significant at the .001 level 
 

In each subject area except mathematics, rural high schools were more likely to have no 

vacancy in the field than urban schools.  In fact, in most subject areas, the most common 

answer for rural high schools was no vacancy in the field.  This finding, as well as the 

higher average number of years rural high school teachers spend at their school, indicates 

a lower teacher turnover rate at rural high schools.  
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To fill the vacancies, rural schools were marginally more likely to hire a fully qualified 

teacher (see Table 3.)  With the additional exception of assigning an administrator or 

counselor to teach the class, urban schools were more likely to use each method to cover 

the vacancies.  Since urban schools have higher teacher turnover, they may have to use 

more methods to cover potential vacancies.  In rural schools, the limited number of 

vacancies each year may allow administrators to have a greater chance of hiring a fully 

qualified teacher.    

 

Table 3: Percentage of high schools that used any of the following methods to cover 
vacancies 
 Urban Rural 
 
Hired a fully qualified teacher 

 
79.5* 

 
81.5* 

 
Hired a less-than-fully qualified teacher 

 
27.0* 

 
21.7* 

 
Expanded some class sizes 

 
22.5* 

 
16.4* 

Added sections to other teachers’ normal 
teaching loads 

 
22.2* 

 
15.0* 

Assigned a teacher of another subject or 
grade level to teach those classes 

 
18.2* 

 
14.4* 

Assigned an administrator or counselor to 
teach the class 

 
2.1* 

 
3.4* 

Used a long-term or short-term substitute  
46.9* 

 
22.6* 

*Significant at the .001 level 
Note: administrators could choose more than one applicable method. 
 

Overall, the most significant finding from the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) was 

the relative difference in teacher turnover between rural and urban high schools.  School 

Improvement Grant (SIG) models would, by definition and design, disrupt the existing 

school culture.  If low teacher turnover is an advantage of rural schools, the Turnover 

model could undercut that advantage.  However, the aggregated SASS data cannot 

provide enough detailed information to predict the effect of SIG models on rural high 
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schools, especially those that are low-performing.  Qualitative data can offer suggestive 

evidence about their effect.   

 

North Carolina Case Study of Staffing in Rural and Urban High Schools 

To evaluate the feasibility of the Turnaround and Transformation models in rural high 

schools, I collected qualitative data on the recruitment and retention of high-quality 

teachers by surveying a sample of 13 principals in rural and urban districts in North 

Carolina.24  While the primary reason for using North Carolina as the case study was 

proximity, North Carolina has several demographic characteristics that make the state a 

strong fit.   

 

In many respects, North Carolina is representative of the United States (see Table 4.)  

The percent of the population that is under 18 years old is the same in North Carolina and 

the United States, and the percent of population under the poverty line is similar.  The 

state also has roughly the same percentage of high school and college graduates as the 

United States.  Since the education level in North Carolina reflects the nation overall, 

lessons learned about North Carolina’s teacher labor market are likely to be applicable to 

the rest of the country.  

 

Nearly half of North Carolina’s schools are in rural areas across the state.  North 

Carolina, as the tenth largest state by population, also has the nation’s largest rural school 

                                                        
24 I initially selected schools for the survey based on school locale code before switching to district locale 
code.  While the district locale code for one school is town distant, that school’s locale code is rural fringe.  
I include this school in the rural group for that reason. 
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enrollment with nearly 677,000 students in rural schools.25  The geographic, economic, 

and racial diversity of the state provides the opportunity for studying different types of 

rural schools.  In addition, North Carolina’s high percentage of rural students in poverty 

makes the state a good fit for a report on low-performing high schools.  

 

Table 4: Demographic Comparison of North Carolina and the United States  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/37000.html and RSCT Why Rural Matters Report (2009) 
 

Analytical Methods 

To further understand the recruitment and retention of high-quality teachers in rural high 

schools, I surveyed thirteen principals across North Carolina.  The survey covered four 

broad topics: current teacher turnover and recent vacancies, subject area vacancies, 

sources for new teachers, and challenges in implementing the SIG models (see Appendix 

II.)  I concentrated on the process for filling teaching vacancies with the intention of 

learning if and how hiring is different in rural and urban high schools. 

                                                        
25 Jerry Johnson and Marty Strange, Why Rural Matters Report (Arlington, VA: Rural School and 
Community Trust, 2009.) 

 North Carolina United States 
 
Overall Demographic Information 
(percent of the total population) 

  

Under 18 years old 24.3 24.3 
Below Federal Poverty Line 14.6 13.2 
White  73.7 79.6 
Black 21.6 12.9 
Hispanic 7.7 15.8 
High school graduates 78.1 80.4 
Bachelors or higher 22.5 24.4 
 
Rural Statistics 

  

Percent of rural schools   48.5 32.3 
Percent of rural students in poverty 46 40.6 
Rural high school graduation rate 66.5 69.2 
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Although the focus of this report is rural high schools, I also surveyed principals from 

urban high schools for comparison.  In order to have a representative sample, I first 

created a stratified sampling protocol for the rural and urban schools.  For the rural 

schools, I grouped the rural high schools by geographic area26 and then by district locale 

code (see Appendix III.)27   I used the district locale code instead of the school locale 

code because when principals hire new teachers, the size of the district is critical.  

Schools located in an urban district have the benefit of a larger and more specialized 

central office staff, even if the school is technically considered rural fringe, the least 

remote rural code.   

 

From that initial stratified sample, I randomly selected the initial list of schools.  For the 

urban schools, I randomly selected high schools from each of the five largest cities in 

North Carolina.28  If a school was uncooperative or uninterested, I chose another school 

in the same category.  Upon review, I determined that the principals in my first group of 

interviews were typically from higher-achieving schools.  The sample may have been 

biased because principals may be more likely to respond to an emailed interview request 

if their school was successful.  Since the SIG models are for low-performing schools, I 

changed my selection protocol to focus on low-performing rural and urban schools.   

 

Using the North Carolina ABC’s accountability model, I created a list of rural and urban 

schools in the three lowest performance categories: low-performing schools, schools of 
                                                        
26 Western, Piedmont, and Eastern North Carolina 
27 Rural fringe, rural distant, rural remote 
28 Charlotte, Raleigh, Greensboro, Winston-Salem, Durham 
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progress, and priority schools.  I focused interview requests on principals from these 

schools.  As a result, the thirteen principals I interviewed represent a diverse group in 

terms of each school’s location, size, and student achievement (see Table 5.)  The sample 

is too small to generate statistically significant comparisons; nonetheless, the survey 

responses provide some additional qualitative data to complement the descriptive 

statistics from the first section.  

 

Table 5: School Characteristics of the Survey Sample, 2009-2010 
Principal District Locale 

Code 
Number of 
Students 

Percent FRPL 
Eligible* 

Performance 
Composite** 

Principal U1 City: Large 2250 23.9% 84.6 
Principal U2 City: Midsize 1930 21.1% 75.3 
Principal U3 City: Midsize 1250 63.6% 57.6 
Principal U4 City: Midsize 1310 56.9% 69.1 
Principal U5 City: Midsize 1010 51.0% 73.1 

Urban Average 
(Range) 

 1550 
(1010-2250) 

43.3% 
(21.1- 63.6%) 

71.9 
(57.6- 84.6) 

Principal R1 Town: 
Distant*** 

862 44.5% 70.5 

Principal R2 Rural: Fringe 860 39.8% 83.7 
Principal R3 Rural: Distant 953 61.3% 69.3 
Principal R4 Rural: Distant 472 67.0% 70.2 
Principal R5 Rural: Remote 870 36.6% 80.2 
Principal R6 Rural: Remote 277 53.0% 79.5 
Principal R7 Rural: Remote 189 57.1% 80.1 
Principal R8 Rural: Remote 162 71.6% 57.5 

Rural Average 
(Range) 

 581 
(162- 953) 

53.9% 
(36.6- 71.6%) 

73.9 
(57.5- 83.7) 

Source: http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/districtsearch/ ; http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/schoolsearch/ ; 
http://abcs.ncpublicschools.org/abcs/ 
*Percent of the student population that qualified for free- or reduced-price lunch 
**The composite score is the percent of students’ scores at or above grade level (Achievement Levels III or IV) on the 
End-of-Course tests required for graduation: English I, Algebra I, Biology, Civics and Economics, and United States 
History 
***I initially selected schools for the survey based on school locale code.  While the district locale code is town distant, 
the school locale code is rural fringe.  I include this school in the rural group for that reason.   
 

The sample includes a varied group of schools in terms of district and school size, student 

poverty, and student performance (see Table 5.)  The number of students in the district 
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and school represent the range in North Carolina—from 2250 students to 162 students in 

a single high school.  As a measure of student poverty, I used the percentage of the 

student population eligible for free-or reduced-price lunch.  Both urban and rural groups 

include high- and low-poverty schools as well as high- and low-performing schools.   

 

Like the number of students, the number of teachers also represent a range (see Table 6.) 

Both urban and rural groups have schools above and below the state average for the 

teacher characteristics listed in Table 6.   

 
Table 6: Teacher Characteristics of the Survey Sample, 2009-2010 

Principal Number of 
Teachers 

Teacher 
Turnover 

Rate* 

National 
Board 

Certified 
Teachers** 

% Teachers 
with 0-3 
Years 

Experience 

% Teachers 
with 10+ 

Years 
Experience 

Principal U1 136 12% 25 17% 54% 
Principal U2 113 14% 18 20% 43% 
Principal U3 99 16% 1 21% 49% 
Principal U4 90 12% 4 13% 57% 
Principal U5 68 11% 9 24% 44% 

Urban Average 
(Range) 

101 
(68- 136) 

13% 
(11-16%) 

11 
(1-25) 

19% 
(13-24%) 

49% 
(43-57%) 

Principal R1 62 19% 8 26% 50% 
Principal R2 51 16% 3 10% 67% 
Principal R3 61 14% 9 10% 67% 
Principal R4 41 21% 0 29% 49% 
Principal R5 55 14% 1 24% 49% 
Principal R6 17 25% 5 18% 47% 
Principal R7 23 13% 1 13% 74% 
Principal R8 14 2% 0 7% 93% 

Rural Average 
(Range) 

41 
(14-62) 

16% 
(2-25%) 

3 
(0-9) 

17% 
(7-29%) 

62% 
(49-93%) 

State Average  
54 

 
13% 

 
9 

 
19% 

 
54% 

Source: http://www.ncreportcards.org/src/ 
*The percentage of classroom teachers who left the classroom from March of the prior year to March of the current 
year 
**Number of National Board Certified teachers in the school 
 
Within the sample, there are no significant patterns in teacher characteristics that cannot 

be explained by the limited sample size.   Also, since several of the rural high schools are 
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very small, a few teachers can have a disproportionate effect on the sample group 

average.  For example, the average teacher turnover rate for the urban high schools is 

13% while the average for rural high schools is 16%.  Principal R6’s school has a 25% 

teacher turnover rate, the highest in the rural group.  In a large urban school, a 25% 

teacher turnover rate may indicate a serious problem in teacher retention.  However, in a 

school of 17 teachers, losing only four teachers means a 25% turnover rate.  Since the 

school has five National Board Certified teachers and the previous year’s teacher 

turnover rate was only 14% (approximately two teachers), teacher retention does not 

seem to be a major concern for that school.    

 

The Size of the District 

Within the sample, the teacher turnover rate does not differ significantly between rural 

and urban high schools (see Table 6.)  Similarly, long-term vacancies are at a minimum.  

Although the statistics are similar, rural and urban high schools face different challenges 

in filling vacancies.   

 

One of the most important differences between rural and urban high schools is the 

number of students in the district.  The district’s student population determines the size, 

specialization, and involvement of the district office.  In rural schools, many principals 

were completely responsible for recruiting, interviewing, and hiring teachers.  Typically, 

the district office only handled the applicant’s background check and some of the 

processing paperwork.   
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In contrast, urban principals have a variety of resources and recruitment methods at their 

disposal.  Urban districts take advantage of economies of scale to provide an active 

human resources staff and district-wide teacher recruitment websites.  Through the North 

Carolina Department of Public Instruction’s Human Resource Management Website, 

every district has its own recruiting website.  However, urban districts have the 

significant advantage of many more schools and therefore many more applicants.  While 

the websites allow applicants to select specific schools, principals in the district have 

access to the entire pool of applicants in the system.  As a result, when urban principals 

had a vacancy, they immediately had access to hundreds of applications.  While some 

rural principals also received applications immediately, several principals waited weeks 

or months before they received the first application.  Principal U4 reflected: 

Our county is so big, we have had a lot of applicants.  First, I look at that pool of 
applicants.  If I had an area that was hard to staff, I would ask HR to advertise in 
other places.  I have only had to do that one time in the six years I have been there 
since there are close to 120 schools here. 

 

Research suggests that district capacity and policies matter significantly in terms of 

recruiting qualified teachers.  One study of teacher recruiting practices in New York 

found that districts using only a limited set of recruitment practices hired less qualified 

teachers.  As a result, the authors recommended that state governments target assistance 

to light users of recruitment practices, especially small rural districts.29 

 

Filling Specific Positions 

                                                        
29Dana Balter and William Duncombe, “Recruiting Highly Qualified Teachers: Do District Recruitment 
Practices Matter,” Public Finance Review 36 (2008): 33. 
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The sheer number of applications in urban districts provide more opportunities to find a 

qualified teacher.  Urban principals received 50-100 applications for core subject 

vacancies; rural principals typically received 15-20 applications with two principals 

reporting between 2-5.  However, rural and urban principals cited similar patterns in the 

relative difficulty of filling different subject area vacancies.  There are more high-quality 

applicants in English and social studies.  According to Principal R3, social studies 

teachers are, “a dime a dozen”; Principal R7 said that, “everyone who has been laid off in 

business thinks they can be a social studies teacher.”  In contrast, qualified math, foreign 

language, and special education teachers were more difficult to find.  Research identifies 

the same patterns in science, mathematics, and special education teacher shortages.30  In 

fact, science, mathematics, and special education teachers tend to be less likely to have 

majored in their primary subject area and are more likely to be classified as teaching “out 

of field” than elementary school teachers.31  Potential teachers with a science or 

mathematics background may be less likely to teach, considering the value of their skills 

in the private sector.  

 

In most subject areas, urban principals did not find it challenging to locate qualified 

applicants to fill vacancies. The most common challenge for urban principals was filling 

specialized positions: drafting, scientific visualization, and Chinese.  Due to the number 

of students and the variety of programs in urban high schools, many principals easily find 

qualified core teachers but cannot find qualified teachers for more specialized subjects.  

Principal U1, who leads a high-performing urban school, had one long-term vacancy: a 
                                                        
30 Michael Podgursky and Matthew Springer, “Teacher Compensation Systems in the United States K-12 
Public School System,” National Tax Journal 64 (March 2011): 165. 
31 Ibid, 169. 



 

23 

part-time drafting position.  Architects applied for the position, but they were not 

considered because they did not have teaching experience.  The rural counterpart to this 

problem is the vocational licensure areas like business and construction.  Principal R6 

stated that, “those folks can make more money in the private sector,” so they are less 

likely to teach.   

 

Rural and urban principals experience similar patterns in hard-to-fill vacancies.  

However, “hard-to-fill” is relative.  While urban principals may still receive dozens of 

applications for a hard-to-fill vacancy—significantly fewer applications than he may 

receive for a vacancy in another subject area—a rural principal may not receive any 

applications.  Math, science, and vocational areas are particularly challenging for rural 

principals because of the value of those skills in the private sector.   

 

The Effect of the Economy 

Almost every rural principal cited the poor economy as a major advantage in filling 

vacancies.  Across the country in rural and urban districts, the teacher labor market 

experienced a downward shift in demand.  Budget cuts resulted in teacher layoffs, and 

employed teachers are less likely to give up their current job security.  Even a few years 

ago, schools struggled to identify teachers who were both qualified and willing to teach 

in “hard-to-staff” schools.  In rural areas, isolation is often particularly unappealing to 

young beginning teachers.32  However, Principal R3 stated that, “the teacher turnover rate 

                                                        
32 Alvin C. Proffit, et al. “The Appalachian Model Teaching Consortium: Preparing Teachers for Rural 
Appalachia,” The Rural Educator 26:1 (Fall 2004): 24. 
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is 15-20% now, but it used to be 35% four years ago.  The economy has had a big 

impact.”   

 

Table 7: Teacher Turnover Rate of the Survey Sample  
Principal Teacher 

Turnover Rate 
’05-‘06 

Teacher 
Turnover Rate 

’09-‘10 

Change in 
Teacher Turnover 

Rate 
Principal U1 17% 12% -5% 
Principal U2 29% 14% -15% 
Principal U3 39% 16% -23% 
Principal U4 32% 12% -20% 
Principal U5 26% 11% -15% 

Urban Average 
(Range) 

29% 
(17-39%) 

13% 
(11-16%) 

-16% 
(-23 - -5%) 

Principal R1 28% 19% -9% 
Principal R2 33% 16% -17% 
Principal R3 24% 14% -10% 
Principal R4 26% 21% -5% 
Principal R5 24% 14% -10% 
Principal R6 23% 25% 2% 
Principal R7 23% 13% -10% 
Principal R8 17% 2% -15% 

Rural Average 
(Range) 

25% 
(17-33%) 

16% 
(2-25%) 

-9% 
(-17- 2%) 

State Average 20% 13% -7% 
Source: http://www.ncreportcards.org/src/ 
 

Another principal compared her experience hiring a math teacher two years ago to this 

past summer.  Two years ago, Principal R7 received three applicants after 2-3 months.  In 

today’s economic environment, she received applicants within a week.  She said, “in a 

typical year, it’s difficult to attract people to rural areas; this year is definitely atypical.”  

In a 2005 study of New York State, researchers found that teacher labor markets were 

geographically very small.33  Teachers preferred to teach close to their hometown and, 

controlling for distance, they preferred areas with characteristics similar to their 

                                                        
33 Donald Boyd et al., “The Draw of Home: How Teachers’ Preferences for Proximity Disadvantage Urban 
Schools,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 24:1 (2005): 114.  



 

25 

hometown.34  In a typical year, rural high schools would likely be most successful 

recruiting teachers who grew up nearby.  However, with this economy, rural principals 

report that many of the applicants are from other states; last summer, Principal R7 hired 

teachers from Michigan and Virginia.   

 

Many of the out-of-state teachers come from Rust Belt states like Pennsylvania, Ohio, 

and Michigan.  According to the 2010 Census, the population in those states declined, 

particularly the under-18 population.35  Principals listed limited manufacturing 

opportunities and strict union hiring policies as additional reasons that teachers move to 

another state for jobs.  However, as Principal R7 stated, “when the economy recovers, it 

will be a completely different picture.”  As state budgets recover and districts restore 

teaching positions, out-of-state teachers may return home.   

 

Sources for Finding Teachers 

In order to find new teachers, every urban principal cited their district website as a 

potential source.  While many also mentioned contacting local universities for recent 

education school graduates, the principals stated that the sheer number of applications on 

the district website made it the best and most time-efficient source.  

 

Rural principals also cited their district website.  However, Principal R4, who leads a 

low-performing school in a small rural district, said that it was very unlikely that she 

                                                        
34 Donald Boyd, et al., “The Draw of Home: How Teachers’ Preferences for Proximity Disadvantage Urban 
Schools,” 114. 
35 Sabrina Tavernise and Jeff Zeleny, “South and West See Large Gains in Latest Census,” New York 
Times, December 21, 2010. 
Sam Roberts, “Half of States See Dip in Under-18 Population,” New York Times, January 7, 2010.  
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would be able to fill all her vacancies from there.  Every rural principal listed other 

crucial sources for finding new teachers.  While Principal R7 said that putting “flyers in 

the county would not help” recruit quality teachers, several principals relied heavily on 

community connections.   

 

Principals identified two main reasons why the community is an important source for 

finding new teachers.  First, Principal R1 affirmed the importance of the local grapevine 

in finding and vetting local applicants: “Sometimes, they may have applied years ago.  

Sometimes they’re ready for a change, maybe their family situation has changed.  You 

also learn through the grapevine— I would maybe step around that one.”  Second, other 

principals stated the importance of having teachers with local connections.  Principal R3 

shared that: 

25% of the teachers are former [R3 High School] students.  Some connection to 
the community is a factor in hiring especially when it comes to securing resources 
and opening doors for children.  They have a personal stake [in the community] 
and want to see it thrive. 
 

Researchers also theorize that teachers who stay in rural areas are more likely to have 

grown up in small communities or are committed to living in the region.36  As a result, 

many states are implementing “grow-your-own” teacher recruitment programs.37   

 

Teacher retention is important in every school, but in rural communities, schools—

especially the high school—often play a central role in the social network of the 

community.  As a result, teacher retention can play a critical social role as well as an 

                                                        
36 Mary M. Harris, “Lessons from Prairie Teachers,” Action in Teacher Education 23: 1 (Spring 2001): 19. 
37 Patricia Cahape Hammer, 6.   
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educational one.  Principal R1 stated that the, “one thing that makes [teachers] successful 

here is that the students know that the teacher will be here to stay.”   

 

Rural principals also rely on less conventional sources.  Three principals used Visiting 

International Faculty (VIF) to fill vacancies; all three principals expressed dissatisfaction 

with their VIF teachers and Principal R5 said that she was not renewing their contracts 

for the following year.  According to several principals, VIF teachers entered the 

classroom with unfeasible expectations of student behavior and, as a result, were unable 

to manage their students.  Principal R4 works for a district that recruited Teach For 

America (TFA) teachers with mixed results.  When I asked her which source provides the 

best teachers, she said, “I have had some wonderful TFA teachers, but I have had some 

that I wondered—did they check the background on them?”   

 

Challenges in Implementing School Improvement Grant Models 

Ninety-two percent of schools chose to implement either the Transformation model, 

which requires replacing the principal, or the Turnaround model, which requires 

replacing the principal and 50% of the staff.38  When asked what challenges they would 

face if they had to replace half of their teaching staff, urban principals had very similar 

responses.  Three of the principals stated that the school would be stigmatized which 

would, according to Principal U1, “add an additional layer of complexity to the hiring 

process.”  Principal U4 noted that filling that number of vacancies would be time-

                                                        
38 U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 
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consuming.  While each urban principal responded with an obstacle or inconvenience, not 

one principal indicated that they would have difficulty filling those positions.   

 

In contrast, most rural principals answered that replacing 50% of their staff would be 

“extremely difficult” or impossible.  Principal R5 said, “I could not replace half the 

teachers.  There is not such an applicant pool out here that I could do it.”  In addition to 

the inherent difficulty of hiring for a school implementing a SIG model, Principal R6 

affirmed the additional burden of trying to hire in a low-income, rural area: this 

“community has high unemployment so there aren’t jobs for spouses and family 

members.  No businesses, no hospital, no industry—it would be a hard draw unless they 

were local.”  The nationwide economic recession has limited the effect of these factors on 

the recruitment of out-of-state teachers; however, when the economy recovers elsewhere, 

teacher recruitment and retention in rural areas will become more sensitive to the local 

economy.      

 

Principals also expressed concern about deciding who should be replaced.  Two 

principals said that if seniority was the only criterion, they would lose their best teachers.  

Recent research confirms that seniority-based layoff policies have negative implications 

for student achievement.39  Boyd et. al cites a number of reasons, two of which are 

particularly applicable for rural high schools implementing a SIG model.  First, reducing 

staff through policies that do not consider effectiveness necessarily means that some 

ineffective teachers will continue teaching while some more effective teachers will lose 
                                                        
39 Donald Boyd et al., “Teacher Layoffs: An Empirical Illustration of Seniority v. Measures of 
Effectiveness,” National Center for Analysis of Longitudinal Data in Education Research Brief 12 (July 
2010): 2. 
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their jobs.  Second, many districts have redesigned their teacher recruitment and retention 

policies in recent years to prioritize teacher effectiveness.  In that case, seniority-based 

layoffs policies could also result in the district losing more effective teachers.40  If the 

economic recession has resulted in more effective teachers teaching in low-performing 

rural high schools, a seniority-based policy would also mandate their replacement.   

 

Despite the variety of answers, almost every rural principal discussed the adverse or 

negative (?) impact of replacing 50% of the teachers on the school and on the community.  

Principal R2 stated the devastating impact that implementing the SIG model would have 

on the school and parent-teacher relationships: 

This school has been here a long time.  Traditions would be lost.  Identity to a 
community would be lost.  That kind of turnover means that the community loses 
its connection to the school.  New teachers mean that there is no linkage with the 
parents.  If you have a few new teachers, old teachers can help them establish 
themselves.  If half the staff is new, you are fighting harder. 
 

Principal R1 discussed the effect of the policy on a close-knit rural community: 

The other thing about rural areas, you have people who work here, or who have 
children going to this school or the other school, and you have the human factor 
that is not going to be held lightly.  It’s probably the thing that would kill—that 
would be the most detrimental part of a policy like that…A huge human factor 
would play out in the media, in church on Sunday, every ballgame, every social 
event—it would have a huge impact.  The school system has 6000 kids in it.  
Everyone is related to someone who works at the schools.  
 

Firing 50% of the teachers in a high school would also have a domino effect on the local 

economy.  In many rural communities, the school system is the largest employer.41  The 

                                                        
40 Donald Boyd et al., “Teacher Layoffs: An Empirical Illustration of Seniority v. Measures of 
Effectiveness,”  2. 
41 C.H. Sederberg, “The Economic Role of School Districts in Rural Communities,” Research in Rural 
Education 4:3 (1987): 125.  
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school system also generates secondary economic benefits including purchasing power of 

large payrolls, stimulation of the retail trade, and maintenance of property values.42  

While the school would remain open, firing so many teachers could significantly affect 

not only their families but the community’s economic health and social services delivery. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

In an economic recession, schools have the power in the teacher labor market, which 

makes the Transformation and Turnaround models more viable more compared to what? .  

All high schools typically have more applicants than vacancies; in the case of urban high 

schools, usually hundreds more applicants than vacancies.  As a result, urban schools that 

choose to implement the Turnaround model are likely to have enough applicants to 

replace 50% of their staff.  Even rural schools, with additional teacher supply provided by 

out-of-state teachers, have significantly more applicants in the current economy.  

However, rural high schools are unlikely to have sufficient applicants to replace 50% of 

their staff because the applicant pool is not large enough.  For those few rural schools 

who could find the number of applicants, the quality would not be adequate, especially in 

hard-to-fill subject areas.   

 

While localized teacher labor markets and depressed local economies have historically 

been a hurdle to effective teacher recruitment and retention in rural areas, the economy 

has encouraged many teachers to seek opportunities in rural areas.  These new teachers 

are likely to become significantly more effective in terms of student achievement over 

                                                        
42 C.H. Sederberg, 125. 
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each of their first three years.43  However, in states and districts with rigid seniority-based 

layoff policies, rural high schools would retain some ineffective teachers at the expense 

of more effective, less-experienced teachers.  Losing less-experienced teachers before 

they have reached their potential is counter-productive to improving low-performing rural 

high schools in the long-term.     

 

The federal government should modify the human resources requirement in the School 

Improvement Grant models to address the specific challenges facing rural high schools.  

Instead of requiring rural high schools to replace their administrators and teachers, the 

federal government should implement policies that support long-term human capital 

sustainability in rural areas.  The federal government—potentially through state –

administered grants— can help lower the costs of recruitment practices for rural districts 

by, “providing technical assistance, access to teacher recruitment websites, and financial 

assistance with recruiting incentives.”44  While financial incentives for all teachers in 

rural areas would be prohibitive—especially in the current economic climate—targeted 

incentives for hard-to-fill subject areas may be effective.   

 

Some states have already implemented initiatives to help rural districts recruit high-

quality teachers.  Alaska, for example, established a statewide clearinghouse for job 

openings and for posting candidate resumes.  States, universities, and community 

nonprofits have developed “grow-your-own” initiatives, which identify and develop 

                                                        
43 Charles Clotfelter, 8. 
44 Dana Balter, 58. 
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strong local candidates.45  The Ozarks Teacher Corps recruits rural Missouri college 

students, provides them with $4000-a-year scholarships, prepares them to teach in their 

hometowns.46  In North Carolina, the Northeast Leadership Academy, a state-funded 

program, targets veteran teachers in seven rural, high-need, low-achieving districts in 

northeastern North Carolina for graduate-level instruction in school administration.  The 

educators in the program must make three-year commitments to work in high-need 

schools in the seven targeted districts.47   

 

Many of these initiatives are relatively new.  As a result, there is limited research on the 

effectiveness of rural schools retaining teachers hired through these programs in the long-

term.  However, John White, the deputy secretary of rural outreach for the U.S. 

Department of Education, has expressed interest, indicating that, “Washington will watch 

[the Ozark Teacher Corps] as a model to help fill critical teacher shortages in rural 

communities across the country.”48  Instead of requiring rural high schools to replace 

administrators and teachers, the federal government should invest in and evaluate the 

effectiveness of human capital initiatives to recruit, develop, and retain high-quality 

teachers and administrators in rural high schools.   

 

 

 

 

                                                        
45 Patricia Cahape Hammer, 6. 
46 Mary Schulken, “Efforts to Build Rural Leadership Gain Steam,” Education Week, August 5, 2010.  
47 Ibid.  
48 Ibid.  
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Appendix I: Table of School Improvement Grant Models 
 

Four School Improvement Grant Models 
 

Adapted from Four Federal Intervention Models  
developed by the Washington Superintendent of Instruction49

 

 
There are four intervention models defined in federal guidance for School Improvement 
Grants:  Turnaround, Transformation, Closure, and Restart. A district must agree to 
implement fully and effectively one of these interventions in each Tier I and Tier II 
school that the district commits to serve. 
 

The Closure model does not require any of the components below, but does require that 
students are sent to other higher-achieving schools in the district. 
 

The Restart model requires the district to convert the low-achieving school, or closes 
and reopen the school, under a charter organization (CMO) or education management 
organization (EMO), which is a non-profit or for-profit organization that provides whole 
school operation services to a district. An EMO must be selected through a rigorous 
review process. A restarted school must enroll, within grades it serves, any former 
student who wishes to attend the school. 
 
Highlights of Required Activities and Permissible Activities for the Turnaround model 
and Transformation model are described below. A Turnaround model may implement 
any of the Required Activities or Permissible Activities described in the Transformation 
model. 

 
 

X = Required  O = Permissible 
  

Turnaround 
 

Transformation 
 

Teachers and Leaders 
 

Replace the principal. 
 

 

X 
 

X 
Note: Principal is not 

required to be 
replaced if he/she 

has been involved in 
recent whole school 

improvement 
 

Use locally adopted competencies to measure effectiveness of staff who can work 
in turnaround environment; use to screen existing staff and select new staff. 

 
X 

 
 

 

Screen all existing staff, rehiring no more than 50%. 
 

X  
 

Implement such strategies as financial incentives and career ladders for 
recruiting, placing, and retaining effective teachers. 

 
X 

 
X 

                                                        
49 Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, “Four School Improvement Grant 
Models,” https://eds.ospi.k12.wa.us/iGrants/docs/09.../LEASIGInstructions519.doc (accessed November 
15, 2010.) 
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X = Required  O = Permissible 
  

Turnaround 
 

Transformation 
 

Implement rigorous, transparent, and equitable evaluation systems for teachers 
and principals which are developed with staff and use student growth as a 
significant factor. 

 
O 

 
X 

 
 

Identify and reward school leaders and teachers who have increased student 
achievement and graduation rates; identify and remove those who, after ample 
opportunities to improve professional practice, have not done so. 

 
O 

 
X 

 

Provide additional incentives to attract and retain staff with skills necessary to 
meet the needs of the students (e.g., bonus to a cohort of high-performing 
teachers placed in a low-achieving school.) 

 
O 

 
O 

 

Ensure school is not required to accept a teacher without mutual consent of 
teacher and principal, regardless of teacher’s seniority. 

 

O 
 

O 

 
Instructional and Support Strategies 
 

Use data to select and implement an instructional program that is research-based 
and vertically aligned to each grade and state standards. 

 
X 

 
X 

 

Provide staff ongoing, high quality, job-embedded professional development 
aligned with the school’s comprehensive instructional program and designed with 
school staff. 

 
X 

 
X 

 

Ensure continuous use of data (e.g., formative, interim, and summative 
assessments) to inform and differentiate instruction to meet the academic needs 
of individual students. 

 
X 

 
X 

 

Institute a system for measuring changes in instructional practices resulting from 
professional development. 

 

O 
 

O 
 

Conduct periodic reviews to ensure the curriculum is implemented with fidelity, 
having intended impact on student achievement, and modified if ineffective. 

 

O 
 

O 
 

Implement a school-wide “response to intervention” model. 
 

O 
 

O 
 

Provide additional supports and professional development to teachers to support 
students with disabilities and limited English proficient students. 

 

O 
 

O 
 

Use and integrate technology-based supports and interventions as part of the 
instructional program. 

 

O 
 

O 
 

Secondary Schools: Increase graduation rates through strategies such as credit 
recovery programs, smaller learning communities, etc. 

 

O 
 

O 
 

Secondary Schools: Increase rigor in coursework, offer opportunities for 
advanced courses, and provide supports designed to ensure low-achieving 
students can take advantage of these programs and coursework. 

 

O 
 

O 

 

Secondary Schools: Improve student transition from middle to high school. 
 

O 
 

O 
 

Secondary Schools: Establish early warning systems. 
 

O 
 

O 
 

Learning Time and Support 
 

Establish schedules and strategies that provide increased learning time. Increased   
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X = Required  O = Permissible 
  

Turnaround 
 

Transformation 
learning time includes longer school day, week, or year to increase total number 
of school hours. 

X X 
 

Provide appropriate social-emotional and community-oriented services and 
support for students. 

 

X 
 

O 
Note: Guidelines 

indicate school may 
partner with parents 

and community 
organizations to 

provide these 
services  

 

Provide ongoing mechanisms for family and community engagement. 
 

O 
 

X 
 

Extend or restructure the school day to add time for such strategies as advisories 
to build relationships. 

 

O 
 

O 
 

Implement approaches to improve school climate and discipline. 
 

O 
 

O 
 

Expand program to offer pre-kindergarten or full day kindergarten. 
 

O 
 

O 
 
 

Governance 
 

Adopt a new governance structure to address turnaround of school(s); the district 
may hire a chief turnaround officer to report directly to the superintendent. 

 
X 

 
O 

 

Grant sufficient operational flexibility (e.g., staffing, calendar, and budget) to 
implement fully a comprehensive approach to substantially improve student 
achievement and increase high school graduation rates. 

 

X 
Note: Guidelines 

indicate Principal is 
granted operating 

flexibility.  

 

X 
Note: Guidelines 
indicate School is 
granted operating 

flexibility. 
 

Ensure school receives intensive ongoing technical support from district, state, or 
external partners. 

 
O 

 
X 

Allow the school to be run under a new governance agreement, such as a 
turnaround division within the district or state. 

 

O 
 

O 

Implement a per-pupil school based budget formula that is weighted based on 
student needs. 

 

O 
 

O 

 
NOTE: Examples of new schools which may be implemented in Turnaround model or 
Restart model include theme-based academies, such as STEM or dual language. 
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Appendix II: Definition of Rural  

In order to define rural schools and districts, I used data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics’ (NCES) Common Core of Data which includes student enrollment and demographic 

data.  NCES designates schools and districts using the 12-item NCES locale code system; NCES 

assigns rural schools and districts locale codes 41 (rural fringe), 42 (rural distant), or 43 (rural 

remote).  This relatively new coding system relies less on population size and county boundaries 

and more on proximity to an urban area.  NCES categorizes districts based on the locale codes of 

the schools in the district.  NCES uses the locale codes of the schools where the greatest 

percentage of students attend in order to assign the locale code to the district.  In order to 

represent the variety of rural districts, I used all three codes—rural fringe, rural distant, and rural 

remote—in my research.  
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Appendix III: Survey Questions  

General Information 

1. For this school year, how many full-time teaching positions do you have in this school? 

2. Over the last few years, what is the annual teacher turnover rate in this school? 

 

Recently Posted Vacancies 

3. How many full-time teaching vacancies did you need to fill over the summer to start this 

school year with a full staff?  

4. For this school year, what type of full-time teaching vacancies were there in this school?  

5. How many long-term vacancies do you currently have?   

6. After a vacancy is posted, how long is it before you get an applicant? 

7. After a vacancy is posted, how long is it before you get your first quality applicant? 

8. Between the time a vacancy is posted and the position is filled, how many applicants do 

you typically get for a position?   

 

Subject Area Vacancies 

9. Does the number and quality of applicants change with the subject area of the vacancy? 

10. Which positions are easiest to fill with qualified applicants?   

11. Which positions are most difficult to fill with qualified applicants? 

12. In filling a core subject vacancy, what do you look for in a successful applicant? 

 

Sources for New Teachers 

13. If you have ten teaching vacancies, what would be your first source for finding new 

teachers?   

a. How likely is it that this first source would be able to fill all your vacancies?   

b. If you don’t fill all of them that way, what’s your next option?   

c. Rank the typical quality of teachers from these different sources.  

14. Ideally, what source provides the best quality teachers? 

 

Challenges in Implementing the SIG Models 

15. If half the teachers in the school must be replaced, what challenges would the school face 

replacing them? 

16. If you had to replace half the teachers in the school, how likely is it that the new teachers 

that you would hire would be better than the teachers you would replace?  
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17. Looking more directly at the federal policy, if you had to replace half your teachers, how 

would you decide which 50% to let go?  Seniority, subject area, effectiveness?   

a. Are there regulations on the school or district level, or legislation that help 

determine that decision? 

18. Let’s assume that the teachers who were let go would be the lowest quality or least 

experienced 50%-- if those 50% were fired, how hard would it be to replace those 

bodies?   

a. How likely would it be that the new ones would be of a higher quality than the 

teachers that left?  Talk about the policy in the context of this school.   

19. Consistent with the federal policy model, what would work better than the policy I have 

just described? 
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