
Designing and Scaling for Educational Impact in Rural Communities - Transcript
Rebecca Griffiths (00:00:00):
Thank you all so much for joining us today. I especially want to acknowledge that some of you may be missing part of the solar eclipse and we really appreciate your commitment to rural education during this national phenomenon. Before we dive in, I'd like to share a brief bit of background about the LEARN Network and why we were established, why we're bringing this panel together.
(00:00:25):
Educators seeking to improve student outcomes are frequently urged to use evidence-based products and practices, but we know this is harder than it sounds for teachers and district staff. First, there is a basic question of what constitutes evidence. Then there are barriers to use of evidence such as that a lot of research is too theoretical. It is maybe incomprehensibly written with a lot of jargon. It may be conducted in different settings with different kinds of students than those served by educators. And this particular mismatch is especially problematic for rural districts given that researchers tend to seek out large districts with lots of schools and students when conducting experimental studies.
(00:01:09):
Meanwhile, researchers are constantly developing and testing all kinds of innovative interventions, programs and curriculum materials, which they of course, hope districts will use. Many of these show promise of being effective in pilots. But researchers typically lack the skills and organizational context to spread these innovations to a critical mass of educators and students, leaving their potential unrealized and unfortunately wasting a fair bit of energy and resources that goes into developing these very promising interventions.
(00:01:41):
To address these challenges, the Department of Education's Institute of Education Sciences established the LEARN Network, which is led by our team here at SRI International. The LEARN Network provides capacity building to researchers and product developers in designing, testing and transitioning evidence-based products and programs so they have the potential for widespread and equitable reach and impact. The network also seeks to help practitioners access and use evidence-based products and programs to accelerate learning.
(00:02:14):
Today we have the privilege of engaging in a conversation specifically centered around designing and scaling programs and products in rural schools and districts. We will be joined by rural leaders and experts from around the country who will speak to the nuanced needs of rural communities and share strategies for program and product design and development that foster rural school engagement and facilitate sustainable scaling to rural schools. Our esteemed panelists will shed light on the connection between increasing rural schools access to evidence-based programs and how these programs, when designed correctly, can support equitable educational opportunities for all students.
(00:02:55):
Now, I would like to introduce our moderator for today's panel. Victoria Schaefer. Victoria leads the Regional Education Laboratory for Appalachia or REL Appalachia with a passion for the region, a commitment to improving the lives of its people, and a strong sense of place and how history shapes the context in which schooling occurs. Victoria offers over 20 years of experience in education, including five years leading, training, coaching and technical support activities for REL Appalachia before becoming director. Having lived experience as both a classroom teacher and a researcher, Victoria brings firsthand knowledge of the importance of bringing evidence-based practices to the region's highest priority needs. Her grassroots perspective of the day-to-day life of educators and students drives a commitment for creating relevant and useful materials based on solid research. We are delighted to have her lead this panel today. Victoria, I will pass it to you.
Victoria Schaefer (00:03:57):
Great. Thanks so much Rebecca. And thank you all, those of you at the LEARN Network, for arranging to support this panel and this conversation today, which is a really important one and long overdue. And thank you to all of you who have chosen to join us this afternoon. We are grateful to have you with us as well. If you're here, I'd like to make the assumption that you have a pretty strong interest in learning more about how to engage rural schools in education research. And I'm also going to sort of make an assumption that all of you who have joined us probably have a range of familiarity with rural education. I suspect that some of you may have many years of experience working with rural schools and that others of you could be fairly new to rural education.
(00:05:00):
In the last 20 years, we have witnessed what I would like to think of as a new level of seriousness on the part of our federal government, in particular, in its efforts to prioritize research with rural schools and districts. Current law requires that certain programs actually designate a certain percent of funds to rural education. The percentage is often about 25%.
(00:05:32):
Two examples that I'll highlight include the US Department of Education's Education Innovation and Research grant program, the EIR grant program, which you may have heard about or perhaps you yourself are an EIR grantee, and the Institute of Education Sciences Regional Education Laboratory Program of which I direct one of the 10 labs. And Rebecca mentioned that just a moment ago in her introductory remarks.
(00:06:03):
So as I sit back and reflect and think about that, these are requirements for recipients of federal program dollars, another way to think about it is that these are federal investments in research. These send a big signal to all of us, and it's a signal that our panelists and perhaps all of you who are joining us already know, and that's that we don't have enough education research conducted in and with rural schools and in rural settings.
(00:06:42):
I think the reasons for such an oversight as this lack of enough research with rural schools and rural communities, I think those reasons are probably pretty complicated. I think they include things like cost considerations alongside things that are as simple as convenience and ease of access to the study sites.
(00:07:07):
Regardless of the reasons though, we can do better. Our students and our educators deserve better. The panelists you're going to hear from today have a demonstrated commitment to rural education. Please take a minute, if you haven't already, to read their bios. We've shared them with you so that you have a chance to know a bit more about all of their professional credentials that are what brought them to the table today. And I want you to have a way to follow up with them if you have questions or want to learn more outside of our time together.
(00:07:49):
So let me take just a moment to tell you a bit about each one of them and how I know them and why they're selected as one of our panelists today. All of them have personal and professional ties to rural schools and communities. As I like to think about it, they know rural from the inside out. They have hard-earned knowledge about rural ed and their knowledge is now accompanied by a priceless wisdom about why rural really matters.
(00:08:26):
So I'll start with Tom Farmer. He is chair of the Department of Foundations of Education at Virginia Commonwealth University. So as you might guess, he's based in Virginia. Tom in particular is joining us because he was PI for the first federally funded education research center dedicated to rural education, and that started back in 2004. Tom brought first-hand rural education experience to the table, which was much needed at that time, but he also brought the technical skills to lead experimental studies in rural schools across multiple states.
(00:09:11):
Linda Friedrich joins us, based in California. She's director of literacy at WestEd. Linda has been PI, as has Tom, for multiple studies. Linda's expertise in particular is in literacy and writing. And she's been working for at least the past 15 years that I know of with an intentional focus on rural schools and districts all across the United States. She, like Tom, has worked shoulder to shoulder with rural educators, learning with them about what rural educators and rural students need.
(00:09:53):
Darris is based in Pennsylvania. He's an associate professor in Educational Foundations, Organizations and Policy at the University of Pittsburgh. And he's also executive director for rural and community-based education in the School of Education there at the University of Pittsburgh. Another thing you should know about Darris is that he sits on the board for the National Rural Education Association. So he brings that national lens to this conversation. He has prioritized equity as part of his work. And he researches how economic, educational and social conditions shape pathways to and through post-secondary education for first generation college students, rural students, Black students, and/or students from low income backgrounds.
(00:10:53):
And last but not least, we're joined by Melissa Sadorf, who is a superintendent of the, excuse me, of the Stanfield Elementary School District in Arizona. She's also the current president of the National Rural Education Association. So while Melissa lives and works in Arizona, she's able to join us today, giving voice and elevating the voice of people in the role that she plays, that superintendents all around United States who serve rural students. And they're all serving diverse populations of rural students. And we're grateful for Melissa, Darris, Linda, and Tom taking time today to share their knowledge, experience, and wisdom.
(00:11:48):
I'm really glad that Rebecca mentioned that we have the eclipse happening about right now in North America. I'm a trained researcher and I just want to point out that there is a correlation between the opportunity to convene this set of esteemed panelists and a total eclipse of the sun, which is pretty rare. I know that I can't make the leap and say that correlation is causation, although I really would like to, because this really is a special group of people and I think this conversation and the message messages that they're going to bring are pretty profound and long overdue. And as it happens, we did schedule this panel a very long time ago. So I just can't help but signal there's a strong correlation here between a total eclipse of the sun and this opportunity, which has never happened before, to hear from these four people at the same time.
(00:12:54):
So with that, I'm going to turn to Darris, who is going to do a little bit of stage setting with some facts and figures that extend a bit of what I'm saying. So Darris, I'm going to turn to you. Thank you.
Darris Means (00:13:11):
Thank you, Victoria. And good afternoon everyone. So I want to set the stage around what we know about rural education. I'll start here with the fact that three out of five school districts, public school districts in the US, are rural school districts. About 57% of school districts are rural school districts. And then when we think about schools, one in three public schools in the US are rural schools. So that's that next slide there, Aaron.
(00:13:48):
And finally, I will share that in the US, there are 9.5 million public school students in the US, which equates to about one in five public school students in the United States. And according to the Why Rural Matters report, there are more students in rural public schools than the 100 largest school districts combined. So between thinking about the number of rural school districts, rural public schools, the number of rural students, it's clear to me that rural education is a significant part of the story about education and learning in the US.
(00:14:29):
With that being said, I do believe it's pretty important for us to understand that rural schools, districts and students are not a monolith. So there are small rural school districts and schools, there are larger school districts and schools. There's a wide range of economic contexts in which schools and districts are located. And there's a wide range of racial and ethnic diversity across rural communities in the US. So for example, we know that one out of four public school students in rural schools identify as native, indigenous, Black, African American, Hispanic, Asian, Pacific Islander and/or multiracial. So I'll stop there with the context about rural schools.
Victoria Schaefer (00:15:14):
Thank you, Darris. I think that's all really helpful to have all of us be reminded. And then all the folks who are joining us today, that there are a lot of rural students, a lot of rural schools in the United States, and they are a diverse population. So I'm going to just look to your colleagues, Darris, our other panelists, and ask if anyone wants to further add anything to the context before we dive into questions. Tom?
Thomas Farmer (00:15:47):
Yes, Victoria. I think it's really important as we think about rural research and evidence-based practices that we really do center that concept of diversity and think what it really means. As Darris was telling us, 57% of districts are rural, 20% of students in the country are rural. That means that they're really spread out across very, very diverse places. I've done work across the country. No matter where you go, the first thing they'll probably say is, "Did you have any difficulty finding us?" And then the second thing they'll say is, "There's no other place like us." And that's a really critical thing for us to be aware of, is that each rural district and each school has their own culture, their own resources, their own strengths and their own needs. And when we think about evidence-based practices, we often try to identify something that's one size fits all. But as we think about doing research in rural areas, we really have to figure out how do we conduct that research and how do we develop programs that can really be tailored to be relevant to the schools and really responsive to their needs.
Linda Friedrich (00:17:17):
Victoria, I'd love to build on what Tom was saying and especially this theme of there's no place like us. One of the privileges that I've had in working across so many rural communities in probably 20 or more states is really seeing the unique assets and gifts that each place brings to the work. I'm thinking about some of the resources that live beyond the walls of the schools.
(00:17:50):
So in one of our projects, we were working from educators everywhere from rural Montana to rural Mississippi. In rural Montana, the teachers really reached out to their local newspaper to their local historical settings and that enhanced their literacy work. In rural Mississippi in the community, the teacher was able to reach out directly to the mayor and the city council to come and talk with the students about both some of the things that were exciting that were happening in the community and some of the challenges that the community faced so that those middle and high school students could actually engage in the real work of their communities. And I think really understanding the richness of the communities that surround the schools and districts speaks to exactly that theme that Tom was talking about. There's no place like us and the gifts and resources in the community make a huge difference.
Victoria Schaefer (00:19:03):
Thank you, Linda. Thank you Tom for adding more. All right, so I think what we'll do is dive in and get started right now with our questions.
(00:19:18):
So Tom and Linda, all three of you actually have paved the way for this. I want to share that about a month ago, I attended a conference and it was a conference for state and local education leaders hosted by the US Department of Education. There was a strand of presentations that focused on equity. And early in the day, one of the presenters set the tone with the following quote. And it just struck a chord with me so I want to share it today. "If it is about us without us, it isn't for us." And that just resonated so deeply. And I thought about rural schools and rural educators and students when I heard that quote.
(00:20:12):
So we know that ESSA requires that schools that have federal funds use evidence-based innovations, and that's what we're talking about today. What does the research show works and how to get that in the hands of rural schools? And ESSA also requires a focus on equity and really creating equitable learning conditions and opportunities for all students. And so my question is, can we start today with hearing your thoughts about why and how having rural schools use evidence-based programs or products relates to or connects back to that emphasis on equity? And so Darris, I'd like to have you maybe answer that question first if I could turn to you.
Darris Means (00:21:03):
Absolutely. So I'm going to set the stage again for what we mean by equity and why it's so critical when we're talking about rural schools and communities. We know from scholarship that where you live, where you attend school are equity and justice issues that we need to pay attention to. Unfortunately, it's often overlooked when we're talking about issues around equity and justice. So when I think about spatial equity and justice, they attend to the lack of access to resources and opportunities again based on where one lives or where one attends school.
(00:21:43):
So when we're thinking about spatial inequities and how it impacts student learning development, there's this need to focus on how can we engage better with rural communities while at the same time addressing critical issues and recognizing the assets and resources that already exist in rural communities. And in particular when thinking about evidence-based programs or products, they can be a critical resource for addressing and promoting equity in rural schools.
(00:22:14):
So just to give you some more context about spatial inequities, we know that rural schools and districts can experience some systemic spatial inequities when it comes to providing access to resources and opportunities for rural students that are not at the fault of the schools or districts, but again, a reflection of systemic challenges. So for example, we know from scholarship that from the Why Rural Matters report, about 14% of rural age students live in poverty. We know that in rural schools, they sometimes struggle with access to school counselors and psychologists. I think the ratio from the Why Rural Matters report is for every school counselor or psychologist in the rural school, there's 310 students. And we also know that rural students are less likely to enroll and graduate from post-secondary education.
(00:23:09):
But when I talk about rural education and educational challenges, it's also important to recognize that interconnected with other structural challenges, so everything from broadband access that's available in rural communities to thinking about the increasing number of rural hospitals that are closing across rural communities in this country. So again, evidence-based products or programs can serve as critical resources to address some of these disparities in terms of providing more access to learning resources and opportunities for rural schools, students and districts. And again, at the same time, the critical need that as we do this work, that we recognize the unique needs and opportunities in each rural community, recognizing that there's a diversity of rural communities. So I'll stop there in terms of setting a stage of understanding more about spatial inequities and injustices.
Victoria Schaefer (00:24:05):
I really appreciate that stage setting and your answer to that question, you bringing up spatial inequities. I appreciate that. Melissa, you in particular are uniquely situated as a superintendent and in your role as president of NREA. What are your thoughts in response to that question and even what some of what Darris did?
Melissa Sadorf (00:24:30):
Sure. Thank you. Darris, you did a great job in framing what I want to talk about, which really at the core of it, we can talk about how rural innovates out of necessity. And a lot of it is the gaps that some of those communities are dealing with in terms of the assets that they're able to rely on, and so being nimble and being flexible around how things are rolled out or what they look like in practice when they're being put in place in a rural school.
(00:25:01):
From a national perspective, what I would share is again, that idea that rural is not a monolith and that context of the school and its people and the teachers and the leadership of that community really do play a part in anything that's going on there. I think it's also important to note that being culturally aware is very important. What are the needs of that community? Who lives in that community? What background and gifts do they bring to the school doors? And so, it's up to the school to really take a good look at what the needs are and assess really what is the thing that's needed or what is the program or product that we might be considering to meet the needs that we have, and then prioritizing what those needs are, what's the most important thing that we need to attend to first using data that we're collecting to drive those decisions that are being made when we're making choices.
(00:25:59):
And that use of data and having that ground, any of our conversation, leads to transparency, it leads to accountability and it also is a big part of that continuous improvement cycle that we all are living in as leaders that operate schools, being strategic about what those things are.
(00:26:20):
The other thing I think is important to note is that all of these are happening with the lens focused on the student and what's good for the students that we serve in our schools. If it's not in the best interest of our students, we don't want to do it. So being very intentional about where that focus lies. And then as a leader, not just in Arizona, but really across the country, we have to be looking at the return on investment. So is what we're doing really getting the outcomes that we want to have happen? And if it's not, then we need to do course correction. Is it looking at tweaking? Is it looking at doing something different? Is it starting over?
(00:27:02):
In my personal work as a superintendent, my day-to-day day job, there is an intersection between that evidence base that you were talking about as it relates to us, Victoria, and that equity piece that Darris brought to the conversation. And my particular community, I have a very diverse population, 20% of my students are Native American. And so that is something that I take into consideration when I'm making decisions and when I'm bringing in people for input in our different stakeholder groups. And 65% are Hispanic. They come to school, over half of them do not speak English or they have limited English. And so those things are things that I need to be considerate of when I'm looking at what I'm going to be doing for programming.
(00:27:52):
Those access issues that there is talked about really do matter. So is it a language issue? Is there broadband that we need to take into consideration? How does it align with our mission and vision and our improvement goals is also something that's important. And so leaders do really need to be paying attention to those many solutions that they're encountering, being aligned with where they want to take those students, what kinds of things they already have in place and how they might interact with each other.
(00:28:26):
And then I think I'll end with one of the things that, as I'm doing my research around whatever initiative or product or anything that I'm considering is that there tends to be a very urban centric lens that those things are looked at through. What that means is, it is my job as a rural leader to ensure that I reframe the research and find out is it flexible enough to meet the needs of my students and my community so that I'm getting the outcomes that I think I'm going to get when I'm moving forward in that decision making process.
Victoria Schaefer (00:29:07):
Thank you, Melissa. Thank you both. I'm going to pivot now and shift the conversation a bit to now talk about designing and developing evidence-based innovations relevant for rural schools. The question I want to raise is, how do we design and develop in ways that foster rural school engagement? And in particular, I want to look to Linda and Tom. And Linda, I think I'll start with you. Do you want to share a little bit in response to that question?
Linda Friedrich (00:29:47):
Yes, Victoria, thank you. I'd like to talk a little bit about work that I did when I was at the National Writing Project building and developing the college career and community Writers program. We thought a lot about this question of fostering engagement around the design process. It started both with our staff and with building a leadership team that would really design this project. So of those of us who were in senior leadership roles on the staff, three of us had significant experience as students and educators in rural communities in different parts of the country. In addition to that, the National Writing Project is really a network and has 160 sites across the country that are housed in universities and led by teachers and academics. And so we very consciously, as we were considering the leadership team, brought in rural educators to be part of that design process.
(00:31:07):
The second thing as we were building this project is that we understood that the rural communities where we would be working would be diverse in all of the ways that Darris, Melissa, and Tom have alluded to. And so, instead of starting with one state or a couple of places, because we had this broad national network, we were able to bring in rural districts from 12 states and they were incredibly diverse both in terms of demographic factors but also in the kinds of industry they had, the kinds of strengths that they had, and the kinds of challenges that they were facing.
(00:31:54):
The third thing that we really thought about was that the professional learning was all offered by our local writing project sites that were housed in relatively nearby universities. Now that said, the universities didn't always have existing relationships with the districts that they were about to serve. So the fourth thing that we did in the design process was to build in what we referred to as an assets and needs review, where the members of the universities started out by talking with and getting to know the communities where they were working. They talked with teachers, they talked with students, they did some surveys, they did interviews, they spent some time on site showing the kind of work that they were going to do and then built in opportunities to have ongoing relationships. So we really emphasize the importance of relationships. And then all of that information got fed back into the national program so that we could build in some of the responsiveness and flexibility to the national program that was present there in those local communities.
Victoria Schaefer (00:33:20):
Thank you very much, Linda. I myself am taking notes listening. Thank you. I appreciate that, your four points. So Tom, I'm going to transition over to you. What would you say?
Thomas Farmer (00:33:33):
Sure. I just want to add a bit to the layers that Linda's already described with regards to being responsive and engaging the local community in a variety of ways and then also go back to the diversity and equity issues that Darris and Melissa were talking about that when you go into rural areas, it's not only that there's no other place like them, but they'll oftentimes tell you that we have a really broad range of student needs here. We often don't have a critical mass of students who all have exactly the same need, but instead we have one of everything. And kind of as Melissa was saying, that diversity really necessitates innovation to figure out that in many respects, that folks in rural areas really have to be general specialists. They need to figure out how do you do and innovate with what you have on the ground in ways that are really meaningful to you.
(00:34:44):
And for me, when I started 25, 27 years ago now doing a project in south central rural Alabama, very, very... The density was less than 10 people per mile. So a school district that was 920 miles big in terms of land area in one high school and one middle school. And so we were working with them. We learned very, very quickly that the evidence base really didn't make a lot of sense for them the way it was structured. And so we worked with them, we worked with the community leaders there, our advisory board, and we developed a process that now call directed consultation. And that process is really one where we're focusing on how do you learn with and from the community to create the outcomes and that learn that build from the evidence base, but that really flip it where we're trying to tailor the evidence base to the community rather than expecting the community to, in some way, adapt to the evidence base.
(00:36:06):
And so to do that, we really very much as Linda was saying, as Melissa was talking about, we go in, we sit down with the teachers, parents, students, administrators, we talk to them about what they think is really working and what their strengths are, what their needs are, what their resources are. We do observations. And then with the directed consultation process, we really focus in on where do they think the leverage points are, what are the data they're already collecting, how are they using those data and how can we help them link those data, their strengths, their needs, and really identify aspects of the evidence base in ways that we can tailor it to them. And so through this process of directed consultation, it's not one of how do we help them pick up and adopt the evidence-based, but rather how do we help them adapt the evidence-based to their needs.
Victoria Schaefer (00:37:26):
All right. I love this Tom. You're like foreshadowing and building the bridge to where we're headed in this conversation, so I love it. So before we go on though, I'm going to pause and look if any of our panelists have anything they want to say before we transition to what all the researchers here are familiar with fidelity of implementation. Anything before we move there?
Linda Friedrich (00:37:54):
Victoria, I think this offers a little bit of a bridge. So in that work that I collaborated on with the National Writing project, we often thought about integrity of implementation rather than fidelity of implementation. And so we really worked from the beginning to build a lot of flexibility into the work. So in order to meet some of the research standards, we had a certain number of hours, we asked for a focus on argument. And then we really left a lot of room for the university partners and the districts to figure out how can this work, what are the questions that are argument for middle and high school students is actually a great place to leave a lot of room for the community because you can speak to the issues and questions and opportunities and really gain a lot of insight into the diversity of opportunities. So we also had a focus that spoke to creating that.
(00:39:11):
I think the other thing that we thought about with implementation integrity was Melissa's point earlier about the importance of return on investment. So we built systems into the professional learning that engaged teachers in looking really systematically at their students' writing to see what was working, to see what wasn't, what they as teachers needed to adjust, what the university of partners needed to adjust so that the professional learning for the teachers was working. And then we as a national group, what did we need to develop in order to further support things. So we really used data systems that we built specifically into the program to guide decision making at all levels of the program down to the individual students and up to the national project.
Victoria Schaefer (00:40:10):
Okay, I appreciate that too. Thank you, Linda. So I want to do a quick recap for all of our listeners. So I asked the question, how do we design and develop in ways that foster rural school engagement. And what I am hearing from two of our folks who have spent two decades out and about in rural all across the country is, and I'm going to recap in ways that may not be as elegant and eloquent as Tom and Linda, but what you're saying is you meet people where they are and you go and you say, "The first thing I need to do is learn from you and understand you and your needs and what's great about where you are and then what some high leverage points might be." So that's what I'm hearing as a big recap.
(00:41:06):
And then the other point is the nice transition to where we're going to go, which is neither of you said you bring an off the shelf product and then you go and you force-feed it and demand a conforming locally to some sort of standard that you're setting absent conversations with the very people who you are there to support. So we, on the research side, hear so much, and sometimes I feel like we face a lot of pressure to implement with the doubt that we are being asked over and over again to set up systems and processes that track and monitor to make sure that the people that we're working with in the field are implementing the product or the evidence-base that we're bringing in ways that align perfectly to the evidence as we've proven it so far, documented it elsewhere.
(00:42:10):
And so you've already been talking about this a bit, you've been talking about what I frame as adapting in ways that allow for customization in the local context, adapting in ways for rural schools that work for them. So can you now offer some specific strategies for how to allow adaptations while also knowing that you are implementing with fidelity? Because we all know your funder is going to be asking about that. And Tom, I think I'll start with you this time.
Thomas Farmer (00:42:54):
I think it goes back to, for me it's in some ways it's an evidence-based process rather than an evidence-based practice that you're doing in a very scripted manualized standard way. So back to Melissa's point about using data and understanding how the district uses data is really, really important in my head. Giving you a real, real quick snapshot that one thing that always resonates for me is back 35 years ago I was helping a rural teacher with a student with really serious emotional behavioral problems and that she was a third grade teacher, she had 27 students, no assistant, and she had three academically gifted students, seven students with IEPs and then everyone else. And she's like, "I've got so many different needs here and I don't know exactly how to respond to them." She's like, "I'm a really good teacher, but I find myself just teaching to the middle, hoping everyone can get something."
(00:44:09):
And I think that with regards to using evidence-based programs, we've got to be very careful that we're not asking teachers to teach to the middle. That back to your point, Victoria, that that whole idea of adaptation is critically important. So we really do need to figure out what are the practice elements of evidence-based programs. And the concept of practice elements is just simply identifying what are those things that are typically standard and found in most evidence-based programs that address a particular area. And then from there, using data to work with those practice elements that are then most effective for the specific students that teachers are working with. I think we've got to be very, very careful that we don't expect teachers to do everything in exactly the same way with all their students because if we do, we get back into that equity issue of you're not reaching some students if you are just focusing on one thing.
(00:45:23):
So it really does get back to what Melissa was talking about, and Linda as well, with regards to figuring out what's on the ground, what are the needs, and then how do we use data, but how do we link that to the evidence base. It's beyond us here, but in the process that we call directed consultation, that's exactly what we're doing. We're looking at how we impact the capacity of the school, the teacher and the students to really optimize their pathway towards success.
Victoria Schaefer (00:46:04):
Okay. Thank you, Tom. That really resonates. So Linda, I'll turn to you. How do you hear Tom and what would you add or say differently?
Linda Friedrich (00:46:16):
What Tom is saying really resonates with me. And I think that attention to data, both the formalized data that schools and districts collect all the time and really attending to what is happening and having some systematic ways to attend to what's happening with when students in real time really speaks to that ability to be flexible and to adapt, as Tom was saying, that there's nothing like what teachers are seeing in their classrooms and then marshaling that to be able to really make a difference for your students as they learn and grow and to recognize places where they just need some more support.
Victoria Schaefer (00:47:11):
Okay, I hear you. I hear you.
(00:47:15):
All right, so I think we have time for one more question along the lines of like, thinking about how we design and develop for rural, with rural, from the very beginning. And so I really do want to focus on the very beginning and say let's not wait until the very end to think about developing and designing interventions, if I can use that term, for rural schools. So how do we do that from the very beginning? For the people who are here listening today and joining us, what's the secret sauce of keeping rural in mind from the beginning or starting with the rural? I think you've touched on it some. So I think let's go back to Linda. Linda, what would you say?
Linda Friedrich (00:48:15):
So one of the things that we both at the National Writing Project and then in work that I'm doing now at WestEd is that rural communities both have lots of strengths and some rural communities are facing huge challenges around the teaching and administrative workforce and lots of turnover. And that makes providing all the supports and education that rural communities want to do to an excellent degree really challenging.
(00:48:54):
So as I've learned over the years and thought about this, one of the things that we've really, in both my work at the National Writing Project and at WestEd have built in from the very beginning, is to engage people up and down the school system as part of the program so that everybody is aware of what the work is, where things can be flexible, and then to really invest some resources in the development of teacher leadership capacity.
(00:49:29):
Some teachers are long time members of their communities. When you can invest in teacher leaders to do that work, they have the respect of their teaching peers, they know their students and their students' learning strengths and needs and then can be really great resources. And beyond that, we have often brought, in the work that I do at WestEd as well as in the National Writing Project, that some of those teacher leaders who get the additional formal training, both are bringing things back to their community. And then we've been able to bring them into national leadership, which then brings that rural perspective into leading the program into bringing in some of the kinds of flexibility and adaptability that we've been talking about here today. So that it's really that human piece and thinking about sustainability from the very beginning.
Victoria Schaefer (00:50:40):
I love it. I love it. So Tom, do you have anything to add?
Thomas Farmer (00:50:45):
Yeah, I think Linda really covered it very well. I think a couple of points to really bring out and amplify is, from the very beginning, and Melissa was saying this, that do you have the right people at the table? Do you have folks in the community or folks even at the regional or state level understanding the need of the school, the needs of the place? Because as researchers, once we go in and do our work, we're going to be gone. Sustainability is about creating structures, creating processes, and creating relationships.
(00:51:31):
One of the things that I would like to see us think about, and I understand the importance and value of doing randomized control trials but I think the other side of the equation, is that in many respects that we could learn so much by working with rural areas by figuring out how can they work with a rail or working with the training and technical assistance centers or state level centers and how do they collect and use their data and how do they develop those relationships and really truly work with diversity in ways that are truly equitable.
(00:52:16):
So I think that part of the issue as Linda and Melissa and Darris have laid out so well, it's about seeing the rural communities as they are, their strengths, their needs, the potential challenges and barriers they have, but then that I've never been to a rural place that wasn't ready and wanting to innovate. They're all very focused on our kids are our future and we're going to do what it takes. And so, if we would take the time to structure our research in ways that can make sure that we're learning from them and with them rather than going in and trying to get them to learn something from us, I think that we could have lots of very innovative research that wouldn't only impact what's happening in rural areas, but that would really be relevant to education very broadly focused.
Victoria Schaefer (00:53:24):
All right. Thank you. So before we transition away from this topic, I'm looking to my colleagues here. Darris and Melissa, either of you have something. Darris you're coming off. Yes, please.
Darris Means (00:53:38):
Yeah, the one thing I would just to build upon what's been shared already is just to caution what I view as drive-through approaches where you are thinking you're headed to at McDonald's, you're driving through, it's very quick, it's very fast, but it's not a deep engagement with the people or places. So really being careful about these drive-through approaches that come across as you're assuming that everything already, that you're using cookie cutter approaches because these fast approaches can be very superficial and often not very effective.
(00:54:14):
And so some of the things that I've learned and that's been shared already is that focus on building relationships and how key that is, spending time listening and learning and then finding an opportunity for collaboration while considering those unique needs and resources available in each community. And finally, one of the things that I've started thinking more about is this idea of asset mapping. So what are the assets and resources that are exists in communities and how those can be leveraged as we're thinking about how the work can be sustainable and the most effective.
Victoria Schaefer (00:54:50):
I appreciate that very much. Melissa?
Melissa Sadorf (00:54:53):
I have just two quick things that I want to make sure that I touch on and it really does fall in line with what Darris, Linda, and Tom have already said, but I think it bears repeating that teacher voice needs to be at the table because they're the ones that are going to be rolling out whatever it is and they need to be involved in that process. And then the other thing I think is important and nobody has highlighted it, even though we've talked about it, is the student voice. And so, are we engaging our students with all of these things that we're putting in place for them to ensure that they're a part of that process as well?
Victoria Schaefer (00:55:34):
I love it. I appreciate you bringing that up. I want to acknowledge that I do see the question in the chat. And Stephen Johnson, we are going to come back to your question as soon as we finish our discussion here. And I want to invite others. As we are discussing and talking through things, feel free to go ahead and put your questions in the chat or in the Q&A, whatever the opportunity is for you. We invite those questions and we are going to be turning to the questions in just a few minutes. But if you're like me and you want to make sure you remember your question, go ahead and put it in the chat because we're going to turn to them in just a minute.
(00:56:16):
Okay. So we are going to transition our discussion now. So we've been looking at the issue of thinking about designing and developing with the end in mind, scaling to rural schools and doing that thinking from the start. So I want to transition us now to focusing on things that already exist. So there are a lot of evidence-based practices and products out there right now. What would it take? How do we scale those two rural schools? And I'm wondering what is your advice about how to scale evidence-based program and products that already exist to rural schools? That's one of the questions. And I'm also wondering what factors are most important to rural districts and schools when they're thinking about selecting a new product or program.
(00:57:22):
And given, Melissa, I think it's you who are superintendent, I think you're the best suited to answer that last question. What factors are most important to you and to your colleagues when you're thinking about selecting your new product or program to address a need? Let's start with you and start right there.
Melissa Sadorf (00:57:43):
Sure. Well, first I would want to make sure that whoever or whatever we were considering implementing in our district, we had a robust stakeholder group that was meeting and having these conversations so that, again, you can get that input from everyone that's going to be impacted by this decision that we're making.
(00:58:05):
There's six things, Victoria, that I would suggest that people take a look at if they're in that leadership role and having those conversations. The first is what is the research and what is the evidence that's available around that particular product and where was it done? Again, things tend to be pretty urban-centric, and so I would want to know if this was a product that was put in place in an urban district and had urban outcomes in their evidence. So that would be something that I would be looking at. And then, is there any data that shows that this product or this service could have some positive outcomes for diverse populations? That's another thing I would want to know.
(00:58:48):
As far as functionality, who is it meant to serve? We typically are targeting a particular group of students when we look at new products. And so, can it be used for different subgroups? Is this a very specific product or is it something that could be used more generally across multiple grade levels or core content areas? Is there somebody that's currently using it that I could talk to? Especially if they're in a rural community, I would want to know what their satisfaction level was. And then we've talked a lot about fidelity, but what does it look like? Fidelity of implementation for that particular product, what does that look like and how then does it translate to my rural community?
(00:59:36):
As far as resources, number one for me is the professional development, and Linda talked a little bit about that, as did Tom. What do teachers need to know in order to implement this program? And is it something that's going to be a heavy lift at the start? Is there ongoing professional development as we go through the use of this year over year? How often do things change? And professional development might be needed for those different tweaks during the year as well. And how does rurality impact that professional development? Do they come to me? Is it all web-based? What does that look like? Is it asynchronous? I'd want to know that. Are there consumables? And what's the replacement cycle? Because that's something I need to factor into my budget. And that's also something that teachers need to know that they're going to be getting new content, new product as the years progress.
(01:00:40):
Are the materials available in multiple languages? And because I have a diverse population that speaks multiple languages, that's something that I know is going to impact my decision. Are they in different formats? Is it paper only? Is it web-based? Is it adaptable? And is it responsive, again, to that cultural context for my diverse population?
(01:01:05):
As far as need, who is the target population that we're working toward and what are their current skill gaps? And also what are their strengths? And how does this product intersect with those? What are the outcomes short and long-term for the program that we should anticipate to see?
(01:01:28):
We've talked a lot about fit, as far as does this fit in a rural setting. And so there's also facets to that. Is it aligned with my schools and my district's overall mission, vision and goals? Is it going to move the needle for those things for my students? And how is it going to intersect with other programming that I have in place, or will it? And if it doesn't, is that important that it does?
(01:01:55):
Can it be adapted? If it's not something that can be adapted to a rural setting, it's a non-starter. And so that's something that needs to have that flexibility built in.
(01:02:05):
And then the last thing is capacity. Again, sustainability, which leads back to the budget conversation. I'm spending money potentially year over year to maintain a product. And so I want to know that that sustainability is something that I can build into my budget. What's the administrative burden for implementation and monitoring of this product? How will that data be collected and then monitored? Who's responsible for that? And then, what's needed in terms of facilities or technology or communication systems in order for that product to work in a rural community?
(01:02:47):
So those are some of the things that I'm looking at as far as feasibility of a product in my rural community. And if there are parts of a program that might be feasible, is it something that I can do an a la carte? Can I take this particular thing because this will work and put it in place with other programming that already exists? That flexibility is pretty important in terms of meeting the needs of my students and my staff as well as my rural community.
Victoria Schaefer (01:03:16):
Wow. Melissa, you have really just laid it out very clearly. Thank you so much. That was point, point, point. So all the researchers listening just heard it that you and other superintendents like you want to know the answers to those questions and probably as briefly as possible, make it as easy for you to understand in their materials what the answers to those questions are. So thank you, I appreciate that.
(01:03:48):
Now Darris, I'd like to turn to you. You may indeed have a little bit of a different perspective, but I want to start with that question. What's your advice about how to scale evidence-based programs and products that already exist to rural schools? So I'm circling back. What are your thoughts?
Darris Means (01:04:11):
Yeah, so I'm going to just flip it from the perspective of a researcher building upon what Melissa shared. I do think some of the most important things to do as you're engaging with rural districts or schools is to spend time learning more about those communities, learning more about the needs and finding opportunities to collaborate. I think that's critical when you're thinking about opportunities to scale. And also I believe it's really important to be very clear about what are the opportunities, what are those benefits, short-term and long-term for students, for faculty, staff. I think those are really critical things to consider when thinking about scaling.
(01:04:57):
And the final thing that I will offer is thinking about sometimes you may not have those relationships in those communities, but thinking about are there ways where you have a relationship facilitator, someone who already has connections in those communities, who can give you insights into those communities, gives you insights into what's worked, and also insights into the possibility of making connections with other folks in that community. So I think it's really important to think about how do you first learn about these communities, how do you find opportunities to connect with the communities, and then how do you spend time listening and learning as you prepare to scale.
Victoria Schaefer (01:05:43):
Well said. I appreciate you adding all of that, Darris. So we have maybe just a couple of seconds left before we turn it and open it wide to questions. So Linda or Tom, either one, do you have anything to add before we open it up to questions?
Linda Friedrich (01:06:01):
No.
Victoria Schaefer (01:06:02):
All right. Well, thank you all. I think you've given our guests a lot to think about. We know that we have one comment and one question already in the chat. So I'm going to invite people to please go ahead and enter other questions right now. I'm going to review the comment and I think maybe we have two questions. So I just want to acknowledge that someone wrote in and said they would love to have the list. I'll say Melissa's list, and I see that my colleagues have said yes. We'll get to work on that. So Melissa's list is going to be forthcoming so stay tuned.
(01:06:49):
So then we'll go back to Dr. Steven Johnson, who asked almost a million-dollar question. "As a researcher, how do you gain the trust of those rural schools and communities who have a deeply valued tradition and perceptions of educational research and what they perceive works in their local community?" I know in different ways all of the panelists have danced around this a bit. Darris just did a little bit. Who wants to tackle this first? How do you gain the trust?
Darris Means (01:07:25):
I'm happy to start.
Victoria Schaefer (01:07:27):
Darris, please. Pick up maybe where you were because you were right there, at it.
Darris Means (01:07:31):
Absolutely. So early in my career, I remember engaging in some scholarship focused on rural Black youth and pathways to higher education. I started that research with an idea that never work, where I was doing cold calls and asking different schools and districts, "Would you be interested in the study?" And it finally dawned on me, "This approach is not going to work." And so what happened was I actually identified people who already had a trusting relationship with the school districts I was trying to reach. And so I met with those individuals and they facilitated the opportunity to connect with rural districts in the state of Georgia.
(01:08:19):
I think what was really important for me as I did that work, so having a facilitator to make those connections. But the second big piece for me as an educational researcher is really thinking about what's the mutual benefit. So what are the outcomes and opportunities for the students. And so what's the opportunities for the school districts? How would you address administrative burden that Melissa mentioned already? And so it was very important for me that I provided some opportunities for the school district, for youth and family within those schools.
(01:08:55):
So for example, I paid each school district to help facilitate the research project in doing interviews with rural Black youth. I paid the students to participate in the study. I worked with the school counselor and offered to do presentations about pathways to higher education for students and families. I also made sure that I gave a report back to the schools about my key findings. So I tried to find opportunities where it didn't feel like I was coming in and leaving really quickly. And in fact, when I think about the work that I've been doing in Georgia, that work has been ongoing for about seven years. So now with some of the school districts, I've seen the folks a lot over the course of seven years because I've worked with their schools several times on various projects. And I do find that as soon as you do the work where people can trust you, I think it does open the doors for you to continue those relationships with particular school districts and schools.
Victoria Schaefer (01:10:00):
Thank you, Darris. Tom, I see you coming up.
Thomas Farmer (01:10:02):
Yeah, I think an important thing for us to think about is that trusting relationship for doing research versus helping a district trust you with regard to adopting or using or taking on an evidence-based intervention. And I think that in some ways the research process versus the process of actually consulting and working with the school can go hand in hand, but not always. And so sometimes the things that we view as how do we do this to allow us to do research is different from how do we go in and we're working and developing a partnership, and that we're not there as researchers anymore, but we're part of a team that we're invited in. And that's really a different perspective.
Victoria Schaefer (01:11:03):
Okay. Appreciate that too. Melissa, I see you want to speak up.
Melissa Sadorf (01:11:09):
Sure. And I appreciate that both Darris and Tom spoke to the relationship piece. I think as a practitioner, what I'm looking for is a partner, as you said Tom, a partner that's going to come in and start off by listening. Not start off by selling, but really figuring out what it is I need, what my students need, what my staff needs, and really ensuring that whatever the focus of our conversations is, it's not about the sale, it's about the relationship building that you're doing. Because ultimately, what you're trying to do with this product is help students. And in order to do that, we need to be working hand in hand to ensure that whatever it is that ends up happening with programming or initiatives at the school is targeted toward improving those students' outcomes. So I appreciate the partnership aspect of both of your answers, Darris and Tom.
Victoria Schaefer (01:12:11):
Thank you. Linda, do you have anything to add before we go to the next question?
Linda Friedrich (01:12:14):
I don't think so.
Victoria Schaefer (01:12:18):
Okay. Well, I see that we have a question about scaling. So Liz Wargo asked, she commented, "Hey, this is about scaling." Right it is. So she says, "Can you list the essential components of scaling given the diversity and uniqueness of each context?" So that's a great question and a hard one. So I'm going to just look to my colleagues here on the panel. Who wants to tackle this first? Essential components of scaling given the diversity and uniqueness of each context.
Linda Friedrich (01:12:59):
So I can start. And hopefully my esteemed colleagues will have things to add in. As I think about questions of scale, I think one of the keys has been embedded across some of our answers, which is really thinking about who are the local partners on the ground who can do some of that relationship building, connecting, can be listening to the needs and then really thinking about. So that's one. Two is to really think about what are the essential components of the work that you're doing, whether it's a professional development program, whether it's a product, and really be very clear about, "These are the things that are essential and here are a variety of ways that we can get to those essential components." And so then thinking about that as you're doing outreach, because both having the relationship and clarity about what's essential allows you to work in partnership with rural communities to say, "Is this a fit? Here are the ways in which we can be flexible to do that."
Victoria Schaefer (01:14:29):
Thank you, Linda. Others who want to add essential components?
Thomas Farmer (01:14:36):
I think in many respects, Melissa's list that she gave us that how do you operationalize that in a way that helps you both be responsive but also tailor so that you understand those essential components, but you do it in a responsive way across many, many different places.
Victoria Schaefer (01:15:03):
All right. Thank you, Tom. Melissa or Darris, anything to add before we go to our next question? All right-
Linda Friedrich (01:15:11):
And Victoria, I just noticed that Maya had a comment about scaling that is sort of connected to this. I don't know if you wanted to go to the questions in order, but...
Victoria Schaefer (01:15:25):
Okay, thank you. So I had not scrolled down that far yet. So are you talking about related to this, "Interested in any reflections you have about how to measure long-term impact and what signs you look for"?
Linda Friedrich (01:15:39):
I was looking at the very next one, partners in the scaling process.
Victoria Schaefer (01:15:45):
I don't know if I see that.
Linda Friedrich (01:15:48):
It says, "Also would be interested in any particular reflections on how to engage educators as active partners, not just in implementation, but in the scaling process."
Victoria Schaefer (01:16:03):
Okay. Can you repeat that, Linda, and be our facilitator for a minute. Thank you. I'm lost, so thank you.
Linda Friedrich (01:16:11):
Yes. So, "Also would be interested in any particular reflections on how to engage educators as active partners, not just in implementation, but in the scaling process and particular considerations for how to do this in the rural context."
Victoria Schaefer (01:16:28):
Thank you so much. I see it now. Anyone want to comment there? Go ahead.
Linda Friedrich (01:16:34):
I'll just add, so I think this goes back to something that we were talking about earlier and really thinking about building leadership and enhancing existing leadership in rural communities that often those folks can then come in and play a role in both continuing in their community and potentially serving as consultants and facilitators of national things. So in work that WestEd is doing with rural North Carolina schools, we chose a rural teacher from Pennsylvania to be our lead facilitator. She's stayed in her high school and then has really been a facilitator. And when she's in rural communities, she is very much able to listen for the things that are unique to that place and then be somebody who can talk about how did I as a rural teacher address the unique needs of my students. So really thinking about are there consulting roles that folks from the rural communities can play and be thought partners with other rural communities.
Victoria Schaefer (01:17:58):
Okay. Anybody else want to jump in on that before we move on? Okay. So thank you, Linda, and thank you for pointing that out.
(01:18:12):
So I was going to move next to the Carrie Freeman's question, which is, "To what extent do rural educators work together in networks to solve problems of practice? And how might we leverage networks to support scaling," so this is a connection back to scaling, "of evidence in rural communities if resources for working with individual schools and districts are limited?"
Melissa Sadorf (01:18:40):
So I can answer the first question or at least start with the first question, and that is yes, I think that one of the things that leaders in rural communities need to be intentional about is creating those networks of support because you are potentially so isolated in your rural communities. And it is important to be able to look outside of your community to get input, to get ideas, to bounce ideas off of someone, whether it's about things that you're planning on implementing or just issues of problems of practice, challenges, barriers that you're having to face and solve.
(01:19:21):
One of those of course is the National Rural Education Association. We are a national organization that is a place where leaders can go and network with each other, learn from each other. We have an annual conference where we have almost 700 people that get together and do just that. They talk about rural research, what's current in the field, what are some of the problems of practice that leaders and teachers are having to face, and how can those best be solved? So that's one place.
(01:19:55):
Additionally, NREA has 42 state affiliates. And so there are states as well as 240 colleges and universities that are affiliated with NREA. And they do the same thing at state level. And so again, on a smaller scale, an opportunity for leaders to get together and to communicate with each other.
(01:20:16):
Regionally, Victoria has mentioned the REL that she's associated with an Appalachia, but there are in each region of the country an opportunity to get involved with what the REL is doing. As Victoria mentioned, 25% of those funds have to be targeted toward rural. And many do have communities of practice that are focused on supporting LEAs and SEAs in their rural work. And so that's another place where you can go and get that support as you need it. So there are places that you can go, and I do think it's important for us to be aware of what those things are and to take advantage of them when you find them.
Thomas Farmer (01:21:04):
Melissa, I'd like to pose a question to you and to the rest of the panel and the audience as well, that I think as you laid out that networking, helping teachers not feel isolated is very important and being able to identify constituents across different areas outside of their own area can be very helpful for them. At the same time, when we've tried to do that, and often it's been adjacent or very close districts, that you might have either a building level administrator or a central office administrator who's hesitant because they're concerned that as their teachers are talking to others outside the district, that they may get poached or they may get told about things that are resources that aren't available to them. And I'm just wondering, do you both see that and do you have ways that we can help folks feel comfortable in expanding beyond their local community?
Melissa Sadorf (01:22:19):
Sure. Well, I don't think it's a well-kept secret that we have a teacher recruitment and retention issue in our country, especially in rural communities. And so it's interesting the framing of your question, Tom, because I think that it doesn't matter whether you're doing outreach with your colleagues and peers or not, that's always a potential concern that the district next door is doing a stipend for pulling people under contract and you're not. Or they just got new technology and had a grant to be able to do that and you don't.
(01:22:56):
So in a way, I think that unfortunately right now we're in a world in education where we're having to be competitive with each other. And I do see networks of support in those communities of practice as being a way to somewhat overcome that competitiveness and kind of realign the conversations to what can we do to support each other and what can we do to ensure that a rising, what is it, the rising tide raises all ships. I mean that's really where we are in rural education. We need to be supporting each other and doing excellent work in all of our schools because all of our students deserve that. And so those networks are, I think, very important as a vehicle to have those conversations happen and that idea sharing to happen. So I would encourage leaders that if they have that perspective, potentially they're overlooking some things that they might be able to gain from it by not participating.
(01:24:00):
So hopefully that answers your question, but I get the context. It's a dog-eat-dog world out there right now as far as getting not just teachers, but even our classified staff under contract right now. It's very competitive.
Victoria Schaefer (01:24:16):
All right. Tom, did you want to say something really quickly before I move to the next one?
Thomas Farmer (01:24:21):
No, you can move forward. I was just going to say thanks because I agree very much with what Melissa was saying.
Victoria Schaefer (01:24:30):
Okay. All right. So I think we only have about a minute or two left and there are at least two things that are unaddressed. I want to acknowledge that Maya again has asked about what I think of as short, medium, and long-term outcomes. She gave a shout-out to long-term, but she also said, "What signs do you look for along the way?" And so I'll just ask if anyone could take 30 seconds or so to shed light on. What do you look for?
Melissa Sadorf (01:25:04):
Well, I can talk from a practitioner's perspective. Short term, what I'm looking for is our academic assessment data. Are we seeing gains? Are we getting student growth? Is the initiative doing what we intended for it to do? And we usually have some kind of pre data that we're looking at and then we test throughout to ensure that we've got student growth and that product or services doing what it was intended to do.
(01:25:33):
As far as long-term impact, I would say that it's similar, but we are also looking at other factors. Maybe we're looking at a cultural shift in pedagogy with our teacher core, our teachers doing things differently as a result of having gone through the professional development that the product might have embedded in it. And are we seeing some sustainability and some consistency in some of the data that we're getting out of our.
(01:26:02):
I think it's also important for me to survey the teachers that are working with the product. Are we seeing, from the teacher perspective, what we had intended to see and what is their satisfaction with using the product or are there gaps that they would like to see addressed potentially? And what would those gaps be filled with? Those are some of the things that I'm looking for.
Victoria Schaefer (01:26:32):
All right. Thank you Melissa. So I want to respect everyone's time. I know we didn't get to every question, but I want to thank our guests and thank our panelists and I'm so grateful you spent the afternoon together and with me.


