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Research Questions

1. What are the important challenges facing Michigan’s rural school 
districts, and what efforts have they made to address these 
challenges? 

2. How do state policies help or hinder these efforts?

3. What policy options are available to address the most pressing 
challenges facing Michigan’s rural schools and communities?
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Research Design

• 3-year mixed method study; research team and advisory group

• Qualitative study of 25 diverse Michigan rural school districts: 
superintendent surveys, interviews, focus groups.

• Analysis of quantitative data from federal and state sources. 

• Analysis of state government policies in key issue areas
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Changing Context of Rural America
• Over last quarter century, sweeping economic and social forces are 

reshaping residents’ lives.
• Economic dynamism and growth have increasingly concentrated on 

the coasts and metropolitan areas in the country’s interior.
• Loss of livable-wage jobs in rural areas; increase in precarious low-

wage service work.
• U.S. population increased by 75 million since 1990, but, overall, this 

growth occurred entirely in metropolitan areas
• Stunning decline in rural life expectancy relative to urban areas; 

“deaths of despair” (suicide, drug overdose, and alcoholism).
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Geography of Opportunity

• Raj Chetty and colleagues’ pathbreaking research.

• Children raised in Detroit and other Michigan cities have very low 
chances of achieving upward mobility and the same is true for children 
in many rural areas.

• Key elements of high-opportunity environments: (1) low poverty and 
substantial middle class, (2) family stability, (3) high social capital, and 
(4) good public schools. Among these, schools are key policy lever.

• Children don’t need to grow up in wealthy settings to be successful. 
They need environments with good schools and broad basic supports.
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Schools and Communities

• Rural schools are the center of their communities and inextricably 
linked to the local economy. 

• Self-reinforcing dynamic between improved educational 
opportunities and community development. Circular and cumulative 
causation.

• In policy and research circles, we often consider the impacts of 
communities (particularly resident families’ socioeconomic status) on 
schools. But we devote remarkably little attention to the influence of 
schools on communities. This needs to change.
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Rural and Nonrural District Map
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Enrollment, Districts, and Square Miles of 
Rural and Nonrural Districts
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Age Distribution in Rural and Nonrural Districts
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Net Employment Change for Rural and Nonrural 
Counties, 2011 to 2021
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Population Change in Rural Districts, 2009 to 2019



Percent of Population with
Median Income          Undergraduate Degree
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Rural District Challenges — How Difficult Is Each of 
the Following Issues Is for Your District?                                      
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How Well Do State Policies Support & Assist with Your 
Efforts to Address Each Issue?                                     
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Key Challenges

• Teacher recruitment and retention
• Serving student mental health needs
•Broadband internet access
• Funding
•Reporting requirements

Patterns in challenges across rural areas. These challenges are broadly shared 
among rural districts and not restricted to specific regions; some evidence 
challenges are more formidable in the state’s poorest and lowest-density rural 
districts. 



% Change in Teacher Preparation Completers, 2006-2019
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Isolated District Funding (22d), Revenue Per Pupil, 2005 to 
2020
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Are Rural Preferences Addressed in State Policy Formation?
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Place-based Policy Options for Rural Schools

Policy goals: 

1. Improve opportunities of children in rural Michigan, and

2. Promote rural community development. 

These two goals are characterized by a self-reinforcing 
dynamic.

Normative principles: Equity, efficiency, local control.
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Michigan School Finance Research Collaborative: 
Final Recommendations
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3 Summary Propositions for Policy Design 

1. Place-based, rural-conscious state education policies are essential.
Universal state education policies will not suffice in meeting the 
challenges facing rural schools.

2. Policy strategies should recognize the linkages across key rural-school 
challenges and seek to coordinate solutions across issue areas. 

3. Whole-community policy approaches are needed. To succeed in areas 
with scarce extant resources, education policies should be integrated with 
community-development strategies.
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Concluding Observations 

• Q: How to work through barriers to place-based education 
policies? A: Link them to place-based economic development 
policies.

• Rural superintendents and business officials should be 
foremost partners in community development efforts.

• Progress on rural ed policy agenda will help establish a new 
and better era for statewide education policy and politics.
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