Study Guide for The Resilient Rural Leader:
Rising to Meet the Challenges of Rural Education

Introduction: The Unique Nature of Rural Education

1. How does the Introduction’s portrayal of rurality challenge or confirm your previous
understanding of rural education? Discuss the significance of recognizing the diverse realities of
rural communities and their schools.

2. The Introduction mentions rural leaders using a “duct tape and baling wire” approach to solve
problems. Can you identify examples where necessity has driven innovation in your own
community? Discuss how these innovations could be applicable in other contexts.

3. The author discusses the disparities in resources between rural and urban schools. What strategies
have you seen rural educators employ to overcome these challenges? How can urban-centric
resources be adapted for rural settings?

Chapter 1: The Rural School Leader

1. Reflect on the chapter’s opening discussion about the diversity of roles and responsibilities in
rural leadership. What impact do you think this diversity has on the effectiveness and challenges
of rural educational leadership? Consider how the unique combination of roles might affect
decision making, community relationships, and the overall educational environment in rural
areas.

2. The text mentions that college-level programs often fail to convey the holistic view of leadership
needed in rural settings, leading to challenges for rural leaders. Discuss your thoughts on how
preparation programs for educational leaders might be improved to better serve rural
communities. What specific areas of training or support do you think are most critical for success
in these diverse roles?

3. Based on the detailed account of a rural superintendent’s responsibilities, how do the financial,
managerial, and educational challenges faced by rural superintendents differ from those in urban
settings? Discuss the implications of these differences for policymaking, community engagement,
and educational outcomes.

4. Considering the section on rural advocacy, discuss the importance of rural leaders’ involvement
in policymaking processes. How can rural educators effectively advocate for their schools and
communities in the face of policies and decisions that often favor urban and suburban areas?
Share examples of strategies that might amplify rural voices in educational policy discussions.

5. The text highlights the creation and utilization of support networks and associations for rural
education leaders. Reflect on the benefits and challenges of these networks based on the chapter’s
examples. How do you think such networks contribute to the professional development, advocacy
efforts, and overall success of rural educational leaders?
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Chapter 2: Rural Teacher Recruitment and Retention

1. Based on the chapter’s introduction, discuss the significant decline in teacher candidates entering
the profession and its implications for rural schools. How do you think this trend affects the
quality of education and the community at large in rural areas?

2. Reflect on the PESTLE analysis presented in the chapter. How do the political, economic, social,
technological, legal, and environmental factors contribute to the teacher shortage in rural areas?
Discuss the five systemic actions recommended to attract and retain teachers. Which of these
actions do you think would be most effective in addressing the root causes of the shortage, and
why?

3. Consider the challenges mentioned for rural educators, such as teaching multiple subjects, lack of
resources, and small-town politics. How can rural districts leverage their unique strengths to
overcome these challenges and make rural teaching positions more appealing?

4. The chapter outlines several innovative strategies for recruiting teachers to rural areas, including
engaging with social media, creating marketing videos, and facilitating “Grow Your Own”
programs. Discuss how these strategies can address the specific challenges of rural teacher
recruitment and which strategy you believe holds the most promise for sustainable improvement.

5. Retention is highlighted as equally as important as, if not more important than, recruitment.
Analyze the proposed retention strategies, such as comprehensive onboarding, flexible staffing
models, stay interviews, and a four-day workweek. How do these strategies contribute to creating
a supportive and appealing work environment for rural educators?

6. Reflecting on the entire chapter, discuss the broader implications of successful teacher
recruitment and retention efforts on rural communities. How do these efforts contribute to the
overall sustainability and growth of rural areas, and what additional measures could be taken to
support these efforts?

Chapter 3: The Rural Principal

1. Considering the wide range of responsibilities that rural principals carry, from daily operations to
community engagement, what do you think are the most pressing challenges they face? Discuss
how these challenges might affect their ability to effectively lead a school and affect student
outcomes.

2. The chapter emphasizes the importance of principals having a historical connection to or
understanding of the rural community they serve. How do you think this connection influences
their success and acceptance in the community? Share your thoughts on how a principal without
this background could build a strong relationship with their rural community.

3. Given the professional isolation many rural principals experience, what strategies could be
employed to build a supportive network for them? Consider the potential benefits and limitations
of online communities, regional principal networks, and mentorship programs tailored to the rural
context.

4. Reflect on the strategies and barriers mentioned for recruiting and retaining rural school leaders.
Which of these do you find most compelling or effective, and why? Discuss additional measures
that could be taken to make the rural principalship more attractive to potential candidates.
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5. What impact do limited resources and increased responsibilities have on the effectiveness of rural
principals? Discuss ways rural principals can manage these challenges without succumbing to
burnout, considering both resource management and personal well-being.

6. The chapter outlines strategies for rural leaders to engage with their communities, such as staying
focused, streamlining messages, and engaging a wide range of stakeholders. Discuss how these
strategies can enhance the relationship between the school and the community, and propose
additional methods for fostering community support for rural schools.

Chapter 4: The Effective and Efficient Rural School Leader

1. Considering the multifaceted role of instructional leadership in rural settings, discuss how rural
leaders can effectively address the unique educational needs of their community while fostering a
culture of high expectations and continuous improvement. What impact do the challenges of rural
settings have on the implementation of effective instructional strategies and curriculum
development?

2. The chapter suggests building strong relationships with the community and facilitating
volunteerism as strategies for enhancing the educational experience in rural schools. Discuss the
benefits of community engagement and volunteerism for rural schools. How can rural leaders
cultivate these relationships and encourage community involvement in supporting school
initiatives?

3. Time management is crucial for rural leaders due to their extensive responsibilities. Discuss the
strategies presented for managing time effectively, such as optimizing one’s circadian rhythm and
scheduling all work. How can these strategies improve a rural leader’s ability to focus on both
instructional leadership and efficient school management?

4. The chapter emphasizes the importance of distributed leadership and using decision-making tools
in rural schools. How can distributed leadership contribute to the effectiveness of rural schools?
Discuss the decision-making tools mentioned and how they can aid rural leaders in making
informed, strategic decisions.

5. Given the high levels of stress often associated with rural school leadership, discuss the
importance of personal well-being and professional resilience for rural leaders. How can rural
leaders implement practices to safeguard their mental and physical health while fulfilling their
demanding roles? Share thoughts on strategies for building resilience and maintaining a healthy
work-life balance.

Chapter 5: Access in Rural Communities

1. Explore the implications of the digital divide in rural communities, particularly in terms of
students’ access to education and resources. Discuss strategies that could be implemented to
bridge this gap, considering both technological infrastructure and digital literacy programs.

2. Food deserts and food insecurity significantly affect rural students’ ability to learn and thrive.
Discuss the role of rural schools in mitigating food insecurity and explore innovative approaches
to providing nutritious meals to students during and outside school hours. How can schools
collaborate with community organizations to create sustainable solutions for food access?
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3. Given the limited health care resources in rural areas, explore how schools can serve as hubs for
health services. Evaluate the feasibility and potential benefits of establishing school-based health
clinics, telehealth services, and wellness programs. How can these efforts not only support
students but also extend to staff and the broader community?

4. Examine the impact of housing affordability and availability on attracting and retaining educators
in rural areas. Propose comprehensive solutions that could include direct housing provision,
financial assistance programs, and innovative housing projects. How can schools, local
governments, and community partners collaborate to overcome these housing challenges?

5. Discuss the challenges rural schools face in maintaining and upgrading facilities to meet
educational needs. What strategies can rural school leaders employ to secure funding and support
for necessary improvements? Consider the roles of state and federal funding, community
engagement, and creative solutions in ensuring that rural students learn in environments that are
safe, modern, and conducive to learning.

Chapter 6: Rural Poverty

1. Based on the chapter’s insights, discuss how rural poverty uniquely affects educational outcomes
and access to resources for students. How do factors like transportation, access to health care, and
nutritional options contribute to the educational challenges faced by students in rural areas?

2. Reflect on the innovative solutions highlighted in the chapter to support students living in
poverty, such as workout facilities, on-site clinics, and community gardens. How can these
approaches be adapted or expanded to more effectively address the needs of rural students across
different regions?

3. Considering the unique challenges of addressing student homelessness in rural communities, what
solutions can be proposed to improve access to resources and support for these students? Discuss
the role of the McKinney-Vento Act and federal grants in providing assistance, and explore how
rural schools can better leverage these resources.

4. Discuss the prevalence of ACEs among rural students and the compounding effect of rural
poverty. How can schools implement trauma-informed practices to support students affected by
ACEs, and what barriers might they face in rural communities?

5. Analyze the PYD model’s application in rural settings, focusing on its five key components.
What challenges and opportunities exist for rural schools in implementing PYD strategies to
foster student development and community engagement?

6. Use the Rural Fit Factor Assessment to discuss how rural educators can evaluate and select
educational programs and initiatives. How can they ensure these programs are effectively tailored
to meet the unique needs of their students and the broader rural community?

Chapter 7: Diversity in Rural Communities

1. Considering the narrative’s emphasis on the misconception that rural America is homogenous,
discuss how the diversity described in southern Arizona reflects or differs from the diversity in
your own community or another rural community you are familiar with. How do geography,
economy, and culture shape the diversity of rural areas?
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2. Consider the demographic shifts toward greater diversity in rural areas. How do these changes
challenge and enrich rural schools and communities? Discuss specific strategies that rural
educators and leaders can employ to ensure their schools are inclusive and equitable for all
students, particularly those from historically marginalized groups.

3. Reflect on the unique educational needs and strengths of Native American students in rural
schools. How can schools better leverage Native cultures’ emphasis on collaboration and
intentionality to support these students? Share your thoughts on the effectiveness of suggested
practices like Tribal language instruction and culturally responsive teaching.

4. Discuss the challenges rural schools face in accommodating a growing number of EL students
and the strategies suggested for addressing these challenges. How can rural schools build
effective programs for ELs despite potential obstacles, such as limited access to qualified EL
teachers and resources?

5. Considering the approaches to practice antiracism in rural schools and communities, discuss how
rural school leaders can promote diversity, inclusivity, and cultural competency. Reflect on
potential barriers to implementing these practices in rural settings and how schools can overcome
them to create a welcoming and supportive environment for all students.

Chapter 8: The Death of the Rural Community Center

1. Reflect on the emotional and social ramifications of closing a rural school as highlighted in the
introduction. How do these closures not only affect educational landscapes but also community
cohesion and identity, especially in areas where the school serves as a central community hub?

2. Considering the significant drop in number of school districts and public schools from the 1930s
to 2018, discuss the tension between economic efficiency and the value rural schools hold for
their community. How do the benefits of smaller school environments, such as higher graduation
rates and greater sense of belonging, weigh against the financial pressures to consolidate or close?

3. Reflect on the prolonged battle over school consolidation in Illinois as detailed in the chapter.
What lessons can be learned from these historical examples regarding community resistance, the
importance of local input, and the potential long-term effects of consolidation decisions on rural
communities?

4. Explore the innovative strategies described to prevent rural school closures, such as shared
administrative personnel and services. How can these approaches help maintain educational
quality and community services in rural areas despite budget constraints?

5. The chapter outlines several strategies to ease the transition when closure or consolidation
becomes inevitable. What are key considerations and best practices for rural leaders to follow to
ensure that the process is handled with sensitivity to community needs and the educational
welfare of students?

Chapter 9: Leaning into Rural Strengths

1. Reflect on the phenomena of “brain drain” and “brain gain” in rural communities as discussed in
the chapter. What impact do these trends have on the social and economic dynamics of rural
areas? Discuss strategies that could be employed by rural leaders to capitalize on the “brain gain”

5

© Copyright 2024 by ASCD



of adults moving back or into rural communities for a simpler life and the benefits this could have
on local schools and student enrollment.

Evaluate the role of personal and community asset mapping in identifying the strengths and
resources of a rural community. How can these assets be used to address specific educational
needs or goals? Share examples of assets in your own community that could be leveraged to
enhance educational outcomes or address challenges faced by the local school.

The chapter discusses place-based education as a method for making learning more relevant and
engaging for students by linking curriculum to the local community. How can rural schools
implement PBE effectively, and what are the potential benefits and challenges of this approach?
Share ideas for PBE projects that could take advantage of your local assets and address
community needs.

Analyze the importance of school and community partnerships as detailed in the chapter. How
can these partnerships enhance the educational experience for students and address nonacademic
needs? Discuss potential partners in your community and how they could contribute to a more
holistic educational environment.

Consider the significance of engaging student voice in the asset mapping process and in broader
community development initiatives. How can student perspectives enrich the understanding of
community needs and strengths? Propose methods for incorporating student feedback into your
local decision-making processes and community planning efforts.
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