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Introduction

Rural communities have become peripheral to thédreronomy, and have been marginalized and/or made
vulnerable by ongoing events of resource degradatiot-migration, administrative neglect, and othercesses. In
their immediate environments, we see the effectfdalfalization, be they on trade, labour relationgulatory
control, or governmental rules and guidelines (L& tXeis, in press). In fact, their circumstancescteus, through
their social values and economic actions, “to qoaaghe wisdom of market logic and governments'aumitting
policies of urbanization” (Ommer & Turner, 2004ed in Harris, 2006, p. 163).

In education, the effects of these policies/ide@sgngender school reform efforts that essentializ
schooling across contexts, for reasons that dalmatys reflect local purposes, interests and/oaciips (Howley,
1997), in the name of provincial, national and/tmbgl interests. In fact, school improvement dffdrave been
criticized as paying insufficient attention to cext, especially in terms of racial, class, gendhetr arban/rural
differences (Hatcher, 1998; Kannapel & DeYoung,99Regarding the Manitoba context, Henley and Ypun
(2002) have stated, “the concerns of urban Winnhmage often overshadowed those of the rural aretheo
province” in school reform, even if, as they suggéhke city has never achieved hegemonic dominatieer them”
(p- 322). Given the current educational climatayéver, it may be time to question whether the hreagéc
domination of urban (and or urbanizing) concerngalicy and practice at the provincial level hasdrae the norm.

The policy background that has underpinned theaiindtion/urbanization movement has created isfres
rural settings that run contrary to teS4 Agenda’slaim of educational excellence: isolation fropesialized
services (Cheney & Demchak, 2001); limited accé#yilbo quality staff development and universigrsices
(Hodges, 2002); teacher shortages especially irakegs of math and science (Lemke & Harrison, 2001) little
hope in recruiting new teachers who wish to livéaitger metropolitan areas (Ralph, 2002); decrgasimolments
which leads to a decrease in funding (Ralph, 20@2gclining pool of qualified administrative catialies (Waddle
& Buchanan, 2002) often due to little administratsupport and an overburdening of community expiecis,
serious issues regarding recruitment and retenfi@tudent services (Wallin, 2006), and schoolwlegCarlson,
2002).

In fact, such issues ensure that rural communitge®me innovative out of necessity. Contrary to
stereotypical views of rural communities as “backdyaleadership in those rural communities thatigion a future
“embraces exploration, openness to new ideas, cefperaditions (social and of the physical ardunal
environment), and a desire for learning” (Harr80@, p. 162). As the formal centers of learningl aften as the
largest employer in the community, schools becdmeéeheart and symbol of community identity. Unfogtely,
their policy and legislative environments leaddnsions between rural priorities/lifestyles and
urbanizing/essentializing agendas. As the pulilit symbolic leaders of school divisions, superidaars and
school boards often face dilemmas between managamglardized (and standardizing) provincial requoésts and
responding to very different local community intgeand needs.

Haas & Lambert (1995) suggest that rural schookawpments that are genuinely “rural” (a) are graachd
in a sense of place; (b) value outcomes arising fralividual situations rather than predetermirgaicified results;
(c) invite contributions from those who are usuatigrginalized in community development and refoffares; (d)
are systemic, comprehensive, long-term, multifateded; (e) are grounded in and energized by almataace of
rural communities and schools strengthening theraselln order to address the effects of polidias have
marginalized rural areas, there is significanciniding “a new way of thinking about governmentdirces that
examines the real situation of women’s and mem&sli and includes a majority of citizens...in theisiens which
shape policies, set priorities, and meet the sacidleconomic needs of all citizens” (Bakker, 2q0&). Rural
educational stakeholders are well aware of how &iitutal priorities are related to each other, amd the
intricacies of the ways in which education is futhdead governed, decisions are made, and commuomdati
managed may reflect on the leadership of the dimisind the quality of the educational experienesstthool
division is able to provide. Education cannosbparated from the economic and demographic esabfi
community life, even though the artificial sepawatexists in provincial educational, economic, dechographic
policy. Since the threads entwining the schoolgidn and its communities are inseparable, any mebaddressing
the educational needs of rural school divisionstrals® address the needs of the communities threg.sét would
seem obvious, then, that that all stakeholdersthveinghey be rural municipality representativeiosd division
representatives, health representatives, Aborigioaimunity representatives, business represergatijorernment
representatives, and the list goes on, must cogedher to strategize on the ways they can worktbegdo improve
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the condition for those who live in the area. &sstocal school divisions have been encouragedtk with outside
agencies to share resources and ideas, so to madhgal education authorities strategize with gmment
representatives in other ministries to cross thiicéal boundaries created by bureaucracy in otdesreate policies
that validate the holism and connectedness thiaeisural way of life.

Manitoba Research Context

Wallin (2006) offers the following description ofhamber of Manitoba communities and rural
municipalities based on her research work withlrvtanitoba school divisions. The results accruarfra provincial
survey and case studies of four school divisions tbpresent the four rural educational regionesscthe province:

Demographic Information

The primary industries of the rural communitiest tivare part of this study tend to align with mudhhe
literature on rural communities (Hobbs, 1994; Stats Canada, 2001) to include agriculture, heatith education,
manufacturing and construction, and trades, tramspal equipment operators. Communities that theem able to
diversify and/or those that do not have to relygomernment transfers and/or social assistancettefade better
economically. Some rural communities, though nahyy have been able to gain momentum in population,
industry, services and infrastructure, often adredimation of services occurs (Stabler & Olfel®98). Increases in
population often are the result of migration (oftetirees from the local rural municipalities), ingmation, and
increasing Aboriginal populations. Rural municipes tend to face more significant decline thacalo
communities.

Social and economic variability abound, but rurabgrty is a major concern across the entire pr@#nc
there is a need to track the encroachment of pomatrty, and to initiate programs designed to supbe rural
economy and those who live in poverty. Health éai@major concern of most communities, partidylar terms
of access to service (mental health included),iamdcruiting/retaining health care professionals.

In most of the communities under study, the mediga of the population was close to or above theianed
age for Manitoba (36.8) and Canada (37.6). Howewmeyne northern community, the median age wasnhuwer,
reflecting a younger, more transient population andk force. Youth migration tends to be widesprahdugh
residents were proud of those who returned to tteimmunities to live and work (though this propamtis small).

Some communities are ethnically homogenous, btliade communities that are not homogenous, the
representative population is primarily a combinatid European and/or Aboriginal ancestry, with leigh
proportions of Aboriginal population increasingaage moves north. The religious background in thdyst
communities was predominantly protestant, then @thbut there are increasing numbers of those inticate
they have no religious affiliation. Most commuegisuggested that social and/or class conflictlwaied, but the
proportions of those who suggested social andassatonflict was a concern generally increased téheconomic
and/or ethnic variability found in the communities.

Education rates for those aged 20-34 without a bajtool diploma varied greatly, ranging anywhere
between 18.3% in some areas to 50.2% in otherapared to the Manitoba (22.5%) and Canadian {aprétes.
Generally speaking, the proportion of those widttés certificates and/or college diplomas was aimd and/or
much higher than the Manitoba (10.3% and 15.7%eesvely) and Canadian (10.8% and 19.9%, respslgiv
averages, and the proportion of those with unityedggrees was much lower than the Manitoba (18 &19d)
Canadian (22.9%) averages.

Primary Findings

The relationships between educational prioritieskvibemselves out differently in rural areas thiaeyt
might in an urban environment because of the unoquextualities of rural life. Three educatiopsibrities are
consistent across the provincial contexts: ImprgWtudent Outcomes, Quality of Teachers and Adinatss, and
Educational Finance. Other priorities can be founéppendix A, Table 1 (p. 7). Some priorities ardirect match
to theK-S4 AgendaMost priorities have some overlap with thgenda but the circumstances of each rural context
impacts on how they are managed. Some prioritiesad match at all; and two rural priorities (Ediicaal Finance
and Governance and Management) subsume the Ageéreda The following sections provide some detail in
relation to the three priorities that were consiseross the province.
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Improving Student Outcomes The lack of access to resources for special netedents and student
services such as mental health, and the problemesiniting professionals for specialty positiors lthe potential to
detrimentally affect rural school divisions’ aki#i$ to serve students. In some high growth rwabsl divisions in
the South, a lack of professional development itiqdar areas such as EAL and behavioral issuaighe ability
of professionals to meet student needs. More camynbowever, rural school divisions face reducptianal
programming and increased workload due to decliemgplments. Some participants spoke of the piadenpact
Bill 13 (Appropriate Educational Programming) might hameural school divisions, suggesting that thera is
growing tendency to refer only serious studentiseraeeds due to heavy workloads, long waiting liahd limited
student service personnel. Current special naeulirfg structures are not adequate in rural aféasted by
decreasing enrolments, since class compositiorcigasingly diverse (and needy), even if enrolnsedecreasing.
Areas in the North face an increasing diversitgtaflent need affected by transience, socio-ecorsfaimily
dynamics, ethnicity, and health, with little supipand/or infrastructure available to address thads. Some school
divisions have been able to develop programs thr@agtnerships with community groups, businessas, a
neighbouring school divisions in attempts to offariety and meaningful opportunities for studenfthers have
centralized their educational services, and powitibthemselves as regional service providers vethiqular
specializations. Alternately, the vast geogragiie of some school divisions makes centralizatioservices
difficult, and when combined with declining econa@mand social circumstances, creates challengée taltility to
maintain current programs and services. Findilg,downsizing of social service agencies in ruoahmunities
hinders the development of Inter-Agency approabébethe provision of student services.

Quality of Teachers and Administrators. The caution within this priority relates to accasprofessional
development opportunities, time commitments awaynfschool to travel to centers that provide protesd
learning opportunities, and funding issues for Irachool divisions. Teachers tend to be satisfiét the
professional development opportunities availablthém, although some suggested that educationatass needed
more opportunities for learning. However, manyfsteembers feel ill-equipped to deal with an in@ieg emphasis
on social programming and behavioral issues. Terigs an increasing difficulty in recruiting peskionals,
especially for student service positions or specileas. Rural teachers and administrators faweasing workload
issues because fewer people manage and deliveatézhad service. Added to these challenges isladha
substitute pool for teachers, bus drivers, andratacational support personnel. Many teacherstfiathselves
working in multi-age, multi-grade classroom sitoas with increasing proportions of special needdestts. This,
combined with less attractive collective agreenimmtefits and fewer social attractions, may encaitagchers to
reconsider their place of employment. Divisiorstthre closer to urban areas face losing teachéhe tattractions
of working in urban environments. Other areas #natgeographically isolated service centers faceiitenent issues
for specialty positions but do not necessarily fastention problems, particularly because locabieys often return
“home” to live and work. Interestingly, althougtcraitment and retainment can be a problem in thef\aany
educators choose to come to the area because lnéaliful natural environment and lifestyle itaffs. A larger
problem for many divisions occurs due to the faat professional development opportunities aregheéntralized
in Winnipeg, and fewer presenters are willing tovél to rural centres for local professional depeatent. In
addition, although some divisions are fully equighp@ use technology to facilitate learning oppoittas, other
centres (often urban centres) are less capablegiliorg) to reciprocate.

Educational Finance.Educational Financés not a priority found in th&-S4 Agendaalthough it is
obviously the foundation of most issues within pulelducation. Current taxation and funding streesuvarrant
scrutiny. Educational finance in relation to prdpeaxation in rural areas has been a contenigsige for some
time, and there exists an increasing disparity betwthose who have the ability to pay, and those dehnot. Rural
poverty is a very real, and a growing concern,iargbme areas, the local tax base is almost naeexisin other
areas, the issue is spoken of in terms of thengitiess to pay education tax, although a demograpiaitysis of the
local rural municipalities indicate that rural poweis a concern even in high growth communitielse Eurrent
formula does not adequately recognize that cosbfa@re higher in rural areas; special levies birdp not meet
actual need. In addition, grant matching oppottesiwith the provincial government for new progeaane
generally not considered to be an option when datigisions face budget shortfalls due to declinergolments,
and therefore have to put resources into maintgjmather than developing, programming. In som@sirthere is an
obvious income disparity gap developing in the camity, which plays havoc on school divisions’ aEl to
provide equity in terms of programs, extra-curréigudctivities, and student needs. Some boardsdieeady
redirected extra funds to special needs studenkénathe division, but even this is considered édimited in terms
of addressing the actual need. Other finance sstaged by school divisions are related to the tfadiscretionary
spending capacity of small rural school divisiah® costs of transportation (including bussing £esid the travel
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costs associated with professional developmend) tlaa costs of provincially legislated changes gratmandated
but do not include any attendant financial support.

There does exist a moderate, but positive, pemmeoti the capacity of rural school divisions toiaeke their
priorities. Administrative perceptions regardithg school divisions’ abilities to achieve theirgrities are
consistently higher than staff and/or parent/comitgugroups. The strengths of rural school divisioalate to the
diversity of networks they create to facilitateaqesce (money, time, people) management and disiitou The
concern here, though, is that local networking ddave finite potential, to which some of the aratgted
divisions across the province might attest. Asenoral areas face poverty, increasing respons#siland less
resources, even shared services will ultimatelybecstrapped without additional inputs of governtakesupport.

Finally, ambiguity and/or skepticism regarding grevincial government’s role in rural educational
management and change abound (Appendix B, pp..8\dMken asked what role the provincial governménugd
play in educational governance and change, respdesd to center on educational funding, curricylsiadent
needs, participation and input into provincial pgland decision making, and educational changesséppendix
B, pp. 8-10).

Implications
The findings of the study lead to a number of irgations for those living and working in rural commities:

1. Rural communities need access to a holistic edutaltiexperience that responds to the needs of early
childhood, public education, and adult education;

2. Education cannot be separated from the contindigpmmunity life, even though the artificial sepéwa
exists in provincial educational policy

3. The stories of those who live and work in ruraintounities must be shared widely to bring to therdibn
of people their successes and those of neighbOGurs. wider scale, a stronger media presence must be
cultivated (especially with the popular press);

4. Meaningful and locally determined research andigpetory partnerships between researchers ane thos
who live in rural communities must occur and bergtawith local, national and international intesest

5. Rural concerns must be shared with governmentyalizkers and become a recognized and consistent
lobby presence;

6. Provincial education authorities and local ruraksholders in and out of education must creatively
strategize with government representatives acrasistnies to cross the artificial boundaries creatg
bureaucracy;

7. Cross-community groups must work together, sharifgymation and services rather than duplicatirenth
or maintaining jurisdictional “turf wars”--which s has implications for privacy legislation and
bureaucratic mechanisms which have a tendencystdate; and

8. Governmental and community agencies must engageactive processes and practices that facilitate
school divisions’ abilities to meet provincial matels while respecting local autonomy, culture and
economic realities.

The literature on school improvement which is updered by globalizing interests, and upon whichKhe
S4 Agendas based, has lead to an essentializing of sampalcross contexts, and has therefore created many
challenges for rural school divisions, and/or ddr@ssed other areas that need to be consideraddeeof their
differential impact on rural environments. Howeubere are some priorities (in particular, ImprayStudent
Outcomes, Quality of Teachers/Administrators, adddational Finance) that are common across contexén if
the processes and methods used to address thefmaveyo differ. Since educational leaders are tbagmost
optimistic in their belief that rural communitieave the capacity to achieve their priorities, ltdas that they
should take the lead, in partnership with provihaighorities, in developing and implementing rsethool
improvements that are grounded in a commitmenttdity rural schooling and community development.
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Appendix A

Table 1
Educational Priorities

Priority
Improving Student Outcomes
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Quality of Teachers and Administrators

Educational Finance

Early Childhood

Social Issues

Strengthening Links Between Schools, Families anch@unities

s [ XXX

Special Education

Community Development

Discipline

Recruiting/Retaining Teachers/Administrators

Linking Policy and Practice to Research and Evidenc

Accessibility to Educational Services

Educational Management and Governance

Vocational and Technical Education

Alternate Delivery Systems

School Facilities
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Appendix B

Responses Regarding the Provincial Government’'s Rel
in Educational Management in Change in Rural Envirmments

Perceptions Regarding what the Province DOES do:
e Educational Funding/Spending

0

0

(0]

Education spending in the province is swayed mgredbe courting than sound educational
programming decisions--the rural voice is ofterired by which political party is in power, skirted
around 4 year political life cycles.

Lack of recognition for travel expenses and théatise factor for professional development and
meetings in rural areas which impacted on resourcesms of time, energy and funding.

The downloading of responsibility onto school dietss without an attendant increase in provincial
resource contribution was seriously hampering thegl division’s ability to provide

programming.

Governmental policies and initiatives do not redngrthe contextual issues in rural schooling, and
tend to regard all rural schools as being the séased on funding formulas that are suited for an
urban environment.

Frustrated with partial government funding or matgtgrant options that entailed increasing local
budget contributions which they no longer haveis®mnd of grant structure puts pressure on
boards that have difficulty maintaining programmingver mind increasing options. In this way,
trustees felt that they then potentially faced gomeent criticism that the division “wasn’t doing it
job.”

One-time grants with specific time requirementsrg@hildhood Development Initiative, Class
Size and Composition) may help to initiate smatljpcts, but they have little to no consistency or
impact for school divisions with declining enrolntgithat must put their resources into maintaining
programs

Need for capital funding remains a huge issue

Although the provincial government has put more eyimto transportation costs, it is still not
nearly enough.

Categorical funding may not reflect actual needsiddl/remote school divisions, but its categorical
nature does not allow for school divisions to mthie funding to alternate areas of need.

¢ Student Needs

(0]

(0]

(0]

lack of mental health, audiology and other clinigatl special services available to rural areas,
stressing that this issue has been raised ofteh,neisupport

lack of vision and support for distance learning sathnological infrastructure development to
support student programming, PD, etcetera

Ramifications of Bill 13 and how the downloadingreponsibility to school divisions for that
legislation would affect student support and reseureeds.

e Participation and Input

0

suspicious of regional “consultations” designednsibly to elicit rural input. In their view,
consultation can be described as superficial &t bad is used more to provide direction than to
elicit input.

lack of networking between rural stakeholders arahitbba Education, Citizenship and Youth
personnel, minimizing the ability of rural staketh@ls to sensitize MECY to rural issues

lack of recognition regarding the diversity withifnat constitutes a rural environment.
“Government skirts around issues and gives yoyéngy line.”

Most of the opportunities for input and/or partifijon in processes for change are held in
Winnipeg

There do exist some staff opportunities for invahest in writing curriculum or participating in
pilot projects—but generally the rural areas havadvocate for inclusion

Becomes very difficult for the division to partieie in provincial initiatives because of the time
and distance involved in the participation.

Political disputes of provincial organizations ammetimes not a concern for rural stakeholders,
and/or they have the potential to damage goodisektips in the local school division as local
people are forced to participate on behalf of thegresentative groups
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0 Most PD is still in the south, and even regionaliPdcalized and is a tremendous distance and
time burden, particularly for half-day meetingstthee organized at times of the day that are very
inconvenient

o0 PG has begun bypassing school boards as a govdroglygand dealing directly with schools,
which in their estimation de-legitimates the roféte school board and is an encroachment on
their governance.

0 Public education lacks profile in the province

* Educational Change

0 Rapid change in educational trends promoted bptbeincial government distracts stakeholders
from issues that may be more important to rural itédna--time, energy and focus is spent on
transient trends instead of on more important loegds.

o Limited consideration what rural areas have or diohave, such as public transit, the impacts of
weather that lead to loss of contact time with shid, limited program options and small staffs—
all of which impacts on how educational governaaee change is managed differentially in rural
areas than in urban environments.

0 PG caters to “perimeteritus”

0 SD are positive about the cross border school ddtece agreement with Saskatchewan and
appreciative of the open, transparent working i@tahip between the provincial governments and
school divisions as policy was formed.

0 Issues are seldom addressed at a provincial le¥igtliey become issues for urban educators

o Limited consideration of the effects new legislatltas on local school boards (i.e. seatbelt
anchors)

Perceptions Regarding what the Province SHOULD do:
e Education Funding/Spending

0 Re-examination of the funding formula

0 The downloading of costs from the province to theal school division has got to stop

0 Resources and funding must be provided to ensatethcurricula can in fact be implemented
properly

0 Recognize special funding for travel and PD inlraraas, particularly since amalgamation

0 Need to cover transportation costs fully so thahie® can be spent directly on educational issues,
not getting students to the door.

0 Geographic size and diversity of a school divisiaunst be taken into consideration, because they
have a particular impact on the expenses

0 Support for technological infrastructure

0 Need for changes in the Level | funding structwevall as additional funding for students with
Level Il need.

0 Recognize and provide support for the fact thatctrst factor is simply higher in rural areas. In
their estimation, the province has to create a tdarthat recognizes the decreasing industrial tax
base in rural areas, while conceding that schditlsieed to be able to provide quality education,
even in areas of declining enrolment. Examine stumding structures where funding is not based
on enrolment

0 Needs to increase its presence and support fomghlementation of technology services across
school divisions in the province, particularly ural areas where distance, time and travel issues
accrue costs that would not be necessary if tecigyalvas utilized to its potential.

o0 Provide support and create partnerships betweeergment, industry and education for the
development of a healthy rural economy—uwith inoeggtifor business development in rural areas

* Curricula

0 Relevant to rural needs

0 The proliferation of changes to and/or additionswficula places impossible demands on schools,
teachers, students and rural communities who giyed@not have the resources to provide and/or
carry out all these demands.

0 Need to promote vocational and trades programs.

o Defining and providing the differences between safiihe terminology used to encompass special
needs programs, such as “adaptations,” “modificatiband “individualized program.”



(0]
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Helpful if the provincial government created sorasaurces that were exemplars of adaptations,
modifications and individualized program optionsemtthey created new curricula so that teachers
had a stronger sense of how to differentiate cuiaifor individual needs.

¢ Student Needs

(0]

Recognize and help deal with the critical shortafggpecialists available to rural areas (including
mental health)

Recognize the workload issues of professionalsrial mreas where fewer people do more to ensure
the needs of students are met.

More supports for special needs education

More money needs to go into recruiting and settipgncentives for quality rural teachers and/or
other professionals such as doctors, speech paibtdpand other social service providers.

e Participation and Input

(0]

Advocate for and create connections between urifiessnd school divisions to provide
professional placements in rural areas for teachieitors and specialists in order to foster
recruitment and retention of rural professionals.

top perpetuating an essentializing negative messageding rural areas; recognize that rural
communities are unique, diverse and have strengtiesre-is no one rural voice.

More networking opportunities with Manitoba Eduoati Citizenship and Youth representatives
Need for PG to provide better and active listera@ offer timely feedback.

Like to see provincial consultants placed backafield so that remote and rural school divisions
had more access to these services.

e Educational Change

(0]
(0]
(0]

0

Recognize that there are places where bureaudetisions and policies do not fit the context.
Local areas want to maintain local autonomy

Need for the provincial government to have presewaiee and vision in its workings with
provincial education

Develop a rural and northern policy agenda to keepind differential needs.

“We want what is best for our kids. They shouldn’tbe denied because they aren't close to the city

centre.”

“There has to be the will on the part of the goverment to value children and put children first, aheal
of the fiscal and political landscape.”
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