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Rural Low-Income Students 
Rural communities are often also low-income 

communities: according to AASA, “in 23 states a 

majority of rural students are in low-income 

households.” Although poverty is often associated with 

urban areas, 64% of rural counties in the United States 

have high rates of child poverty, as opposed to 47% of 

urban counties. Poverty’s impact on low-educational 

outcomes has been thoroughly documented, and 

potential solutions have been hotly debated, and it 

bears keeping in mind that schools in rural and/or low-

income areas will have unique challenges to consider. 

According to the National Center for Children in 

Poverty, 47% of children under the age of 18 in Idaho 

live in low-income families, compared to the national 

rate of 41%. 

Access to Advanced Coursework 
Another unique challenge facing rural school districts 

and students is a lack of access to Advanced Placement 

(AP) courses and dual enrollment options. These 

accelerated learning options are associated with higher 

college enrollment and completion rates, can fuel 

students’ postsecondary ambitions, and can result in 

savings of time and money by earning college credit in 

high school. 

According to an ECS study published in 2017, 73% of 

rural high schools offered AP courses to students, 

compared to 92% of high schools in urban areas and 

95% of high schools in suburban areas. An ECS Policy 

Analysis from 2016 offers model policy components for 

state policymakers to consider for expanding access to 

AP courses.  

Many organizations have pointed to the potential of 

virtual advanced courses as a way to ameliorate the 

access problems experienced by many rural students.  

The Idaho Digital Learning Alliance in particular seeks 

to offer digital courses to rural students. However, this 

potential solution to the access problem is complicated 

by another challenge unique to rural environments: a 

lack of high-quality broadband needed for high-tech 

education options.  

Broadband Access 
Enrolling in and completing a virtual course would 

likely require access to high-speed broadband, but 

there are many sections of the country - particularly in 

rural areas - where strong broadband connections are 

not available. A lack of internet access can also be 

problematic for students who are expected to use the 

internet in order to complete homework. 

According to the FCC, 7 out of 10 teachers assign 

homework to students that “requires access to 

broadband.” Some have pointed to a “homework gap” 

between rural and non-rural students in their ability to 

complete internet-assisted coursework at home or at 

school; for instance, an ACT report from 2019 found 

that rural students were twice as likely as non-rural 

students to say that their internet connection at home 

was “unpredictable” (16% and 9%, respectively).   

According to a Microsoft study assessing access and 

use of broadband, 1.1 million people in Idaho do not 

Rural Education Policy Landscape 

http://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/Resources/AASA_Rural_Equity_Report_FINAL.pdf
http://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/Resources/AASA_Rural_Equity_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://cdn-files.nsba.org/s3fs-public/10901-5071_CPE_Rural_School_Report_Web_FINAL.pdf
https://cdn-files.nsba.org/s3fs-public/10901-5071_CPE_Rural_School_Report_Web_FINAL.pdf
https://www.advanc-ed.org/source/state-policies-overcome-achievement-gap-and-poverty
https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf
https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2528798/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2528798/
http://www.nccp.org/profiles/ID_profile_6.html
http://www.nccp.org/profiles/ID_profile_6.html
http://www.nccp.org/profiles/ID_profile_6.html
https://www.idahoednews.org/voices/poverty-is-our-biggest-challenge-in-education/
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Advanced-Placement-Access-and-Success-How-do-rural-schools-stack-up.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Advanced-Placement-Access-and-Success-How-do-rural-schools-stack-up.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/AP-Model-Policy-Components.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/AP-Model-Policy-Components.pdf
https://www.educationdive.com/news/online-ap-courses-offer-expanded-options-to-rural-schools/518791/
https://hechingerreport.org/can-online-learning-level-ap-playing-field-rural-kids/
https://www.gettingsmart.com/2013/01/how-online-learning-is-saving-and-improving-rural-high-schools/
https://www.edchoice.org/blog/school-choice-in-rural-america-how-online-schooling-helps-bridge-the-accessibility-gap/
https://www.idahodigitallearning.org/serving-rural-students-in-idaho/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2016/06/15/are-school-internet-connections-fast-enough-to-support-personalized-learning/
https://transition.fcc.gov/files/documents/filling-in-the-homework-gap-rosenworcel-editorial.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2019/06/10/homework-gap-shows-millions-of-students_ap.html?r=728017558
https://equityinlearning.act.org/wp-content/themes/voltron/img/tech-briefs/rural-students.pdf
https://news.microsoft.com/rural-broadband/
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use the internet at broadband speeds, alongside a 

more liberally-defined FCC finding that broadband is 

not available to 190k Idahoans. According to 

BroadbandNow, Idaho ranks at 42 on their list of 

“Most Connected States”, and 20% of the population 

of Idaho is “underserved” in their access to broadband.  

Addressing Broadband Access 
Many states and school districts have sought to expand 

broadband access in rural and underserved areas:  

▪ In California’s Coachella Valley Unified School 

District, where only 60% of families had 

internet access, buses were equipped with wi-

fi and parked in neighborhoods to enable 

internet access at home. Similar programs 

have also been rolled out in New York state 

and elsewhere.  

▪ Microsoft and others have been petitioning 

the FCC to allow unused spaces on the TV 

spectrum to be harnessed for the provision of 

broadband access in rural areas. This may help 

to close the homework gap, although 

opponents argue it is not the best way forward 

to address these issues.  

Many state legislatures have acted to expand 

broadband access for rural schools and students:  

▪ In 2018, Illinois passed HB 5752, which created 

a Broadband Advisory Council to explore 

broadband expansion 

▪ In 2019, Virginia passed HB 2141, which 

authorized local governing bodies to contract 

with broadband service providers to expand 

access in underserved areas of the state; and 

▪ In 2017 Arizona passed HB 2545, which 

established the Broadband Expansion Fund.   

▪ Other state legislation relevant to broadband 

access from 2017-2019 can be found here. 

Economies of Scale 
The economic principle of “economies of scale” - which 

says that as producers grow larger, the cost of output 

decreases - is also often true for education and 

expenditures per student. Rural schools and districts 

often struggle to procure funds, recruit staff, and tap 

into opportunities generally available to larger or non-

rural environments.  

To address these issues, some states have been 

fostering cooperation across districts through regional 

education service agencies. For instance, the Colorado 

Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) 

Mission Statement says that BOCES “exist to supply 

educational services to two or more school districts 

that alone cannot afford the service, or find it 

advantageous and cost-effective to cooperate with 

other districts”.  

Similarly, a recent pilot program and study of a 

collaborative Rural Professional Learning Network 

(RPLN) in California found that challenges faced by 

rural communities can be addressed by “providing 

access to professional development, collaborative time 

with peer districts, and economies of scale” through 

the RPLN studied.    

Options for Policymakers 
▪ Consider work with the newly-created Idaho 

Broadband Task Force to explore broadband 

access and expansion options.  

▪ Explore regional education service agencies as 

an option to foster cooperation across school 

districts in Idaho. 

▪ Work with Education Commission of the States 

to learn more about these issues, receive 

consultation on proposed policies, or schedule 

unbiased testimony and technical assistance 

from experts.  

https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/#/area-summary?version=dec2017&type=state&geoid=16&tech=acfosw&speed=25_3&vlat=45.60398237584073&vlon=-114.143261&vzoom=5.19168373159939
https://broadbandnow.com/Idaho
https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2018/01/schools-expand-wi-fi-beyond-classroom
https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2018/01/schools-expand-wi-fi-beyond-classroom
https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2017/08/whats-demand-when-it-comes-school-bus-wi-fi-infographic
https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2016/07/districts-work-close-homework-gap
https://www.multichannel.com/news/microsoft-petitions-fcc-for-white-spaces-rulemaking
https://www.multichannel.com/news/microsoft-petitions-fcc-for-white-spaces-rulemaking
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/23/experts-divided-over-how-close-homework-gap?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed&utm_campaign=1aea7e93d2-DNU_2019_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-1aea7e93d2-236054233&mc_cid=1aea7e93d2&mc_eid=358fb3853e
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/23/experts-divided-over-how-close-homework-gap?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed&utm_campaign=1aea7e93d2-DNU_2019_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-1aea7e93d2-236054233&mc_cid=1aea7e93d2&mc_eid=358fb3853e
https://nebsa.org/default/assets/File/20180808-CTN-NEBSAJointCommentsFINAL.pdf?CFID=e0463f87-6fc4-4204-8432-f6b2c0cac18e&CFTOKEN=0
https://s3.amazonaws.com/fn-document-service/file-by-sha384/3283fb8e0bc14cb144a6845096797567615e86fa54f19c3131a42dd29d0ff44fec5044d419d012411cc7912741506aec
https://s3.amazonaws.com/fn-document-service/file-by-sha384/a1352d34c64408e8f7ddf6de75cd83ddb788d1cca7091f5dff548443e408530091dda53fd4c0a7de29d177258a78ab59
https://www.azleg.gov/legtext/53leg/1R/bills/HB2545P.htm
https://public.tableau.com/shared/PCSYPFY99?:display_count=no&:origin=viz_share_link
https://www.britannica.com/topic/economy-of-scale
https://ednote.ecs.org/in-education-funding-size-does-matter/
https://www.lagrandeobserver.com/news/6858806-151/the-urban-rural-divide-funding-rural-school-maintenance-a
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Rural-SPED-Teacher-Shortages-June-2016.pdf
https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2018/01/rural-districts-face-challenges-and-opportunities-technology-access
https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2018/01/rural-districts-face-challenges-and-opportunities-technology-access
https://www.aesa.us/esa-to-esa/ESA-by-state-links.cfm
https://www.coloradoboces.org/
https://www.coloradoboces.org/
https://www.coloradoboces.org/
https://www.edpolicyinca.org/publications/network-solution-how-rural-district-networks-can-drive-continuous-improvement
https://gov.idaho.gov/pressrelease/governor-little-launches-effort-to-improve-idahos-broadband-infrastructure-statewide/
https://gov.idaho.gov/pressrelease/governor-little-launches-effort-to-improve-idahos-broadband-infrastructure-statewide/
https://www.ecs.org/convene-counsel/request-assistance/

