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Abstract

This review of research, largely on the Pew Rural Early Education Research Initiative (PREEI), is intended to provide a contextual understanding of the background and current conditions that exist for rural preschool children and their families in America, and recommend strategies for improving adverse conditions, such as a lack of school readiness, that frequently plague this population.  Although there is a plethora of research that exists, which addresses the myriad of deficiencies of preschool children who are poor, little exists that directly addresses methods for improving rural children’s outcomes. Therefore, this review focuses solely on one aspect of the PREEI study – preschool programs’ impact on rural children’s outcomes across multiple domains, including cognition. Attention will be given to demographics, academic performance and scientifically-based practices proven to impact both teaching and learning for rural preschool children, which is centered around the newly developed State Common Core Standards. For the scope of this study, rural communities are those with varying qualities but essentially the same in one important way – their locations are outside of metropolitan municipalities. The results of this study reveal dire conditions for poor African-American children who attend rural schools and for their families who are employed in rural settings, despite the fact that they make up less than 10% of all rural preschool children, and that infusing standards, teacher and family training into all aspects of children’s experiences in rural schools significantly improves school readiness, and decreases dropout rates.
A Review of the Research: State Common Core Standards for Improving Rural Children’s School Readiness

This report is intended to provide a context for understanding the background and current conditions that exists for rural preschool children and their families in America, and strategies for countering and improving adverse school readiness conditions (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2010; Fischer, Peterson, Bhatta,  & Coulton, 2013; Johnson and Strange, 2009; Johnson and Strange 2010; Mattingly and Stransky, 2010). Data for this Pew rural Early Education Research Initiative (PREEI) investigation was collected using case study methods, interview, from local teachers and UNCF member-institution educators within four rural communities in South Carolina, Texas, North Carolina, and Mississippi. This report, however, focuses solely one aspect of the study - preschool programs’ impact on rural children’s outcomes across multiple domains, with an emphasis on cognition. Attention will be given to demographics, academic performance and scientifically-based practices proven to impact both teaching and learning for rural preschool children. For the scope of this study, rural communities are those with varying qualities but essentially the same in one important way – their locations being outside of metropolitan municipalities. The United States Department of Agriculture explains:

“The economic and social character of rural places varies greatly across the United States. The economy of some rural areas still depends on employment in farming, mining, and timber work—traditional rural extractive industries. Many of these communities face declining job opportunities and population loss. Shrinking economies force workers to find new ways of making a living, often in metropolitan cities. Low density settlement patterns often make it more costly for communities and businesses to provide critical services. In contrast, other rural areas, particularly those rich in natural amenities, have experienced economic transformation and rapid population growth (Measuring Rurality: Rural- Urban Continuum Codes, n.d.).”
Demographics


There are 14 million children living in rural America, and in fact, one out of every five children in the United States lives in rural communities with rural families (Rural

Families Data Center, 2010). These children will eventually attend one of 8.5 million rural schools that exist across America. The disparities among poor rural children and their counterparts are drastic and the challenges for rural children and their families are great. Among those challenges include harsh economic, social and educational conditions that must be countered if these children are to gain a sense of resiliency. Preschools/centers face rising challenges to improve both teaching and learning for these children in order to increase school readiness and increase the likelihood that children will eventually address State Common Core Standards across academic disciplines at the preschool and primary levels (The State Common Core Standards: Caution and Opportunity for Early Childhood Education, 2011). Most importantly, addressing mandates to raise achievement for all children, across all groups, including those from rural and urban settings, to increase school readiness, and to close learning gaps (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard, 2010; Johnson, Strange and Madden, 2010; Peterson, 2005; Pianta, R.C., M.J. Cox, & K.L. Snow, 2007). In fact, one could assert that the NAEYC and school readiness advocates support the implementation of teaching and learning practices designed to support one important aspect of the past No Child Left Behind mandate, which requires that schools and universities work collaboratively to
“...raise academic achievement for all students and close gaps that separate students of color and low-income students from their peers…(Peterson, 2005).”

NAEYC and school readiness proponents are clear in their expectations to raise achievement for all young children, especially those who typically under perform on state assessments, are poor, African-American or non-White (Bowman, B., & E.K. Moore, eds., 2006; NAEYC, 2013; Pianta, R.C., M.J. Cox, & K.L. Snow, 2007). Despite the fact that rural children, largely, are those who are White, and non- Hispanic, the achievement gaps between rural and non-rural children are significant; rural children being those who perform significantly poorer on standardized tests. Even though school improvement and previous NCLB data reveals that urban children outperform rural children academically, little research has been focused on improving conditions for rural children and their families (Gershoff, 2003). The achievement gaps of rural children are due to many of the factors that contribute to the poor academic conditions of urban children; excessive school absence/truancy, families low-socioeconomic status resulting from adverse conditions of employment, high poverty, drug and alcohol abuse and increasing rates of high school dropout (Rural Families Data Center, 2010).


Rural children face significantly more disadvantages than their non-rural counterparts. Table 1 depicts critical disparities that exist between the two groups:

Table 1: Demographics for Rural/Non-Rural Young Children (Data Source: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study [ECLS-K] from Gershoff, 2003)

[image: image1.emf]Table 1:

Demographics
Rural Children Non-Rural Non-rural Non- Rural Black Rural
(Aggregated) Children White rural Children White
(Aggregated) children Black Children
Children
Special Education 25% 10%
(SE) Enrollment (60% more
likely)
Beginning Sounds 40% 20% 5% 25%
Proficiency at
Kindergarten
Two Parent 75% 33% 20% 1%
Households
Household Income 50% LESS 50% MORE
at $75,000 likely than non- | likely than rural
rural
Participation in 54% 37% 14% 35%
Preschool
Multiple Preschool 36% 48% 56% more likely
Environments than non-rural
Black Child
Weekday Hours 14% 35% 42% 14%
Spent Watching (3 times more
TV than White rural

and non rural)











This table clearly lays out the negative conditions of rural children as an aggregated group, but at the same time provides an overview of the grave disparities that exist for

Black rural children within this group. These children experience dire adverse conditions across all categories, even compared to Black children in urban settings. The implications are clear for the need for advocacy and research aimed at impacting outcomes for this disaggregated group.

Table 2 depicts the racial and ethnic distribution of children living both inside and outside urban/metropolitan areas:
[image: image2.emf]Table2: The Racial and Ethnic Distribution of Children Living Inside and Outside
Urban/Metropolitan Areas

Distribution Metropolitan Rural
Total 100% 100%
White-non Hispanic 56.5 75.1
African American —non Hispanic 16.1 9.7
American Indian-Alaska Native, non Hispanic 4 1.9
Asian-Pacific Islander, non Hispanic 4.5 1.2
Hispanic 20.2 9.6
Bi-racial (at least two races) — non Hispanic 2.4 2.4

Source: March 2003 Current Population Survey; extracted from Rural Families Data Center’s Strengthening Rural Families











The table clearly spells out key statistics that help to explain the make-up of rural American communities, however, two additional points are worthy of noting – (1) the changing face of children present in rural communities and (2) the academic performance of rural black children. The United States Census Bureau: 2010 Census data indicates that both rural and urban communities are growing more diverse with the arrival of an increasing number of immigrant families, thus expanding concerns for meeting the diverse needs of young children in rural preschool settings. Additionally, attention to

academic performance of black rural children is critical. Despite the fact that 75% of rural children are non-African American, it is in fact the rural black child who typically does not perform adequately on state assessments; the measurement used to track school achievement. We find that “...fewer than one in ten rural black children were proficient at identifying beginning sounds at kindergarten entry, compared to four out of ten non-rural white children” (Gershoff, 2003).


Additional demographics point to conditions or the well-being for children who live in rural settings. Forty-eight out of the fifty counties identified as those having the highest child poverty rates are rural. The mortality rates for these rural children are forty percent higher than rates for their counterparts. Again, more statistics that underscore the importance of researching methods aimed specifically at impacting rural children’s outcomes, especially those who are African-American (Rural Families Data Center, 2010).


These findings provide a clear rationale for need of studies like PREEI that places increased attention to uncovering methods for improving both teaching and learning for rural preschool children. Scientifically-based research for improving learning for underrepresented preschool children, and implications for use in rural settings


Although economic, social and educational indicators are dire for rural preschool children, especially those who are African-American, there are scientifically-based practices proven to impact teaching and learning for underrepresented children. Most important is the understanding and use of clearly articulated standards-based curricula. In fact, Redding and Walberg (2012) report that while many research studies indicate that rural schools are largely dysfunctional and are to blame for lower academic attainment, there is little data to support such strong assertions. Juxtaposed, Redding and Walberg found far more positive attributes are associated with strong family-school ties in small rural communities that might lead to school success. Therefore, a focus must be aimed at the implementation and use of factors that have been proven to positively impact rural preschool learning, and increase the rates of school readiness for this population. 

To accomplish this goal, preschool centers must be willing to partner with higher education institutions, NAEYC accredited programs, state agencies and community networks already in place to support high-needs children and their families. Professional development must be sustained over time and aimed at teachers’ growth and development across multiple domains, most importantly, their content knowledge in early reading literacy (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1999). Recent research indicates that the residual outcome of children’s readiness in early reading literacy is their readiness in numeracy and other learning domains relevant at kindergarten entry. In fact, a well prepared preschool environment equipped with a high- quality reading program is perhaps more important than the quality of home environments for predicting school readiness for underrepresented children, including those in rural settings. Snow, et.al state, “Children live in homes that support literacy development to differing degrees. Because of this variation in the home environment, many children need high-quality preschool and school environments and excellent primary instruction to be sure of reading success.” Additionally, preschool programs must assist parents to provide critically needed support for their children’s growth and development at home (Bailey, 2004, 2005, 2006; Center for the Developing Child at Harvar, 2010; Johnson and Strange, 2009). Preschool programs must include the following key components to ensure that ALL underrepresented, high-needs children, including those who live in rural settings are ready at the point of kindergarten entry (Barnett, 1995; Center for the Developing Child at Harvard, 2010; Clay, 1979; Dunn & Dunn, 1981; Fischer, Peterson, Bhatta, & Coulton, 2013; Johnson and Strange, 2009; Kontos & Wilcox-Herzog, 1997; Mattingy and Stransky, 2010; Nuemann, 1996; Purcell-Gates & Dahl, 1991):


In sum, the conditions for rural underrepresented early childhood children are dismal and research focused solely on improving their academic outcomes is sparse. Nevertheless, scientifically-based research for improving conditions for underrepresented young with similar characteristics (high poverty, low family rates of high-school completion, and low rates of readiness upon kindergarten entry) must be employed to determine if the rates of school readiness and overall academic conditions for preschool children can be positively impacted. Schools that employed strategies that included early intervention measures, utilizing the State Common Core Standards as a framework showed significant improvements in overall outcomes in school readiness (Fischer, Peterson, Bhatta & Coulton, 2013). Additionally, when preschool teachers and families from rural schools were trained to understand and use developmentally appropriate pedagogy and early childhood content, rural children as well as those situated within other contexts matriculated to primary school settings significantly more ready than their counterparts (Bailey, 2006; Rural Families Data Center, 2010). Therefore, despite the fact that rural preschool children face significant adversities where school readiness and dropout rates are concerned, concentrated efforts focused on the development and implementation standards-based curriculum, specifically the State Common Core Standards, teacher and family training school readiness significantly improved (Bailey, 2006; Rural Families Data Center, 2010; The State Common Core Standards: Caution and Opportunity for Early Childhood Education, 2011). 
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