RURAL SCHOOLS: VITAL CENTERS OF
COMMUNITY AND LEARNING

THE ROLE OF RURAL SCHOOLS

Rural schools are essential to their
communities, serving as educational, social,
and economic hubs, often the top employer
in the county. NC has the second largest
rural student population in the U.S., with over
481,000 students. Yet rural schools face
serious challenges that threaten student
success.

481,044 RURAL STUDENTS
IN NORTH CAROLINA

FUNDING INEQUITIES

Despite their importance, rural schools
suffer from chronic underfunding. NC
ranks 48th nationally in per-pupil
spending, falling nearly $5,000 below the
national average. This financial shortfall in

addition to fewer local resources available

to supplement state funding limits access
to resources, enrichment opportunities,
and quality instruction.

“THE PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM
REMAINS A CONSTANT —
INHERENTLY CONNECTED TO THE
COMMUNITY, OFFERING REFUGE
DURING CHALLENGING TIMES,
AND CREATING FERTILE GROUNDS
FOR GROWTH."

LEGAL EFFORTS FOR EQUITY:
LEANDRO V. STATE

The 1994 Leandro lawsuit affirmed that NC
had failed to provide a constitutionally

NORTH CAROLINA'S RURAL
SCHOOLS AT RISK

The Why Rural Matters 2023 report
highlights that rural school districts,
especially in NC, are facing major
challenges in the aftermath of COVID-
19, including academic setbacks, poor
economic conditions, rising
unemployment, and mental health
concerns. NC is a high-priority state
due to its rural students’ greater
likelihood of living below the federal
poverty line and frequently moving

required sound basic education, especially in L oqidences.

low-wealth rural districts. While the NC
Supreme Court ruled in favor of funding
reforms, political resistance has delayed
implementation of the Leandro Plan, leaving
rural students chronically underserved.




MAJOR CHALLENGES:

Poverty

» 1in 6 rural students live in poverty

o 44% of rural students attend
high-poverty schools

» Linked challenges: poor nutrition,
limited healthcare, academic
gaps, low college attendance

Healthcare Access

8 rural hospitals have closed
since 2010

» Rural residents are 40% more
likely to be uninsured

» NC expanded Medicaid in 2023,
but rapid rural population growth
raises new demands

Academic Performance

e Rural students trail in math test
scores and graduation rates

o Postsecondary enroliment: 38%
rural vs. 46% urban (2022)

« Limited access to advanced
coursework, tutoring, and
enrichment
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Privatization

o Charter schools and private school
vouchers pull funding from rural
public schools

e Rural schools suffer more due
to small budgets and fixed
operating costs

e Vouchers and charter schools
often drive increasing segregation

Teacher Shortages

» Record-high teacher attrition
(11.45%) in 2023

e Many rural schools struggle to
recruit and retain staff due to
isolation, lower pay, and fewer
supports

Broadband Access

e In 2023, 14.8% of rural NC
households lacked broadband

o Essential for learning and
workforce readiness, yet rural
gaps persist

Misrepresentation

e Rural areas in NC are more
racially diverse than often
portrayed

o Educators and students lack
visibility in policymaking, curricula,
and reform strategies

' WHAT RURAL

SCHOOLS NEED

Rural schools need a revised funding
model that adequately addresses
resource disparities, well-trained and
diverse educators, and access to high-
quality early childhood education. Support
for struggling schools, expanded
broadband and healthcare, and place-
based learning are essential. "Grow your
own” teacher programs can strengthen
local pipelines and improve retention.

CONCLUSION

Rural schools are foundational to NC's
future, but they face systemic challenges
that require bold legislative action.
Without targeted investment and policy
reform, rural students will continue to
face inequities that limit their potential in
school and beyond.




