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	 The majority of Minnesota’s 
rural school districts are facing 
declining enrollments, changing 
demographics and cultural val-
ues, and an increase in financial 
challenges due to loss of per-pupil 
state revenue and depressed eco-
nomic circumstances. However, 
the extent and intensity of these 
factors and others, such as geo-
graphic remoteness, vary greatly 
from district to district.
	 In the investigation we recent-
ly conducted for the Center for 
Rural Policy and Development, 
we focused on strategies tried 
by rural school districts and the 
evidence for their effectiveness 
in controlling costs while main-
taining or improving academic 
achievement. Distance education, 
four-day school weeks, collabora-
tion, consolidation, reducing fa-
cilities’ costs, teacher recruitment 
and retention, and charter schools 
were examined and all have the 
potential to solve certain educa-
tional challenges. However, the 
limited amount and low quality of 
research on rural education, espe-
cially regarding cost-effectiveness, 
does not allow us to strongly rec-
ommend one strategy over anoth-
er.  
	 Consolidation, however, has 
been more rigorously studied and 
the findings suggest that school 

districts proceed with caution in 
pursuing this strategy. To the ex-
tent that consolidation results in 
larger schools, student achieve-
ment may suffer, especially for 
low-income and minority stu-
dents.  Overall, the evidence indi-
cates that the substantial cost sav-
ings expected from consolidation 
efforts have not been realized. In 
addition, if consolidation results 
in the loss of a school in a small 
community, this may have nega-
tive consequences for the com-
munity’s identity and vitality.
	 A better option may be for 
school districts to collaborate with 
other organizations to address is-
sues such as the need to reduce 
costs or increase services. Districts 
may collaborate with other school 
districts, higher education institu-
tions, community organizations 
and other groups (i.e., regional 
service cooperatives). Regarding 
achievement and cost reduction 
impacts, the research literature on 
collaboration is fairly weak. How-
ever, it suggests that collaboration 
may maintain or even improve 
student achievement levels, and 
potentially reduce district-level 
costs. 
	 It may matter how the process 
of improvement is carried out as 
much as what is being done to 
address the unique challenges 

	 Sandy Layman was appointed 
by Governor Tim Pawlenty to 
the board of the Center for Rural 
Policy and Development in 2005. 
She has been an active member of 
the board, most recently chairing 
the Strategic Planning Committee 
that produced the 2008-2010 Stra-
tegic Plan for the organization.  
	 Layman is commissioner of 
Iron Range Resources, a Minne-
sota economic development agen-
cy located in Eveleth. The state 
agency, charged with developing 
the resources of Minnesota’s min-
ing region, is unique in that it is 
headquartered outside of St. Paul 

	 The Center for Rural Policy 
and Development is pleased to 
announce the hiring of Yvonne Si-
mon as the Center’s new outreach 
director.
	 Simon recently served as the 
agriculture and energy constitu-
ent policy liaison for former Sena-
tor Norm Coleman. She has also 
worked as the industry and field 
relations manager for the Minne-
sota Corn Growers Association.
	 “Yvonne’s previous experi-
ence with legislative, energy and 
agri-business issues will be a great 
asset to the Center,” said Brad Fin-
stad, executive director. “She has 

point: Controlling costs without 
sacrificing quality.”
	 The research, titled “A Region 
Apart: A look at challenges and 
strategies for rural K-12 schools,” in-
cludes three reports:
	 1) A literature review of strat-
egies for rural schools that have 
shown to maintain or improve stu-
dent achievement at less cost or the 
same cost to schools districts.
	 2) A survey and focus groups 
of rural school district superin-
tendents and principals to identify 

and relies on a dedicated source 
of taconite production taxes for 
its operations. Layman has led the 
agency since her appointment to 

worked on rural Minnesota issues 
and leveraging assets to improve 
vitality in rural communities. 
Yvonne brings great talent and 

strategy in rural education, pro-
duces little benefits and may have 
negative effects.
	 “We hope this research pro-
duces a healthy discussion,” said 
Brad Finstad, executive director 
of the Center for Rural Policy and 
Development. “The researchers 
who worked with us on this project 
approached the issues facing rural 
Minnesota school districts from 
different directions and with dif-
ferent tactics, but they all sought to 
address them from the same stand-

	 Comprehensive research re-
leased recently by the Center for 
Rural Policy and Development of-
fers policymakers a series of rec-
ommendations on how to help and 
improve rural Minnesota schools.
	 The research, authored by rep-
resentatives of Wilder Research 
(see the accompanying commen-
tary above), the University of 
Minnesota-Duluth and the Uni-
versity of Minnesota-Twin Cities, 
also gleaned a key finding: School 
district consolidation, a common 

their top priorities and needs.
	 3) An examination of four spe-
cific approaches to addressing de-
clining enrollment and high school 
completion rates.
	 The research concludes with 
the authors’ policy recommenda-
tions that arose from the three re-
ports. Among their recommenda-
tions: 
	 Develop collaboration instead 
of consolidation: A state policy 
should be developed to help foster 
collaboration with and between 
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the cabinet-level post by Gover-
nor Pawlenty in early 2003. 
	 Under her watch, Iron Range 
Resources has served as a cata-
lyst and champion for significant 
private sector investment in the 
region by supporting a number 
of large, innovative projects at the 
development stage. As a result, 
value-added minerals projects — 
like Essar Steel Minnesota’s $1.6 
billion fully integrated ore to steel 
plant and Mesabi Nugget’s $250 
million iron nugget plant — are 
under construction on the Iron 
Range.  
	 In addition to its direct invest-
ments in business development, 
the agency has also focused on 
enhancing the local workforce 
by partnering with the North-
east Higher Education District to 
develop a number of workforce 
preparation programs, including 
the establishment of a new four-
year engineering degree program 
that will be piloted in the fall of 
2009.

Minnesota’s K-12 public school enrollment in 
2007 was 825,603.

23,701 students were enrolled in Minnesota’s 
131 public charter schools in 2007.

Minnesota has 336 independent public school 
districts.

•

•

•

	 During Layman’s tenure, the 
agency has also undertaken sev-
eral internal capacity-building 
initiatives, including a successful 
transition of Ironworld Discovery 
Center (now the Minnesota Dis-
covery Center) to non-profit gov-
ernance and management.
	 Layman came to Iron Range 
Resources with a twenty-year 
background in organizational 
management, community leader-
ship and economic development, 
having served as president of 
Itasca Development Corporation 
and, before that, as president of 
the Grand Rapids Area Chamber 
of Commerce.
	 Layman and her husband live 
on Pokegama Lake in northeast-
ern Minnesota where they raised 
two children.
	 “I was born and raised in the 
metro area of the Twin Cities, but 
my husband and I chose to raise 
our family three and a half hours 
north in the Grand Rapids area,” 
says Layman. “I could happily live 

With a 2007 enrollment of 16,022, the 
Rochester Public School District is Greater 
Minnesota’s largest school district.

With a 2007 enrollment of 57, the Bellingham 
Public School District in Redwood County is 
Greater Minnesota’s smallest school district. 

•

•

in either setting, but the impor-
tant thing is that there was, and is, 
a choice available to me to live and 
work in an energetic, economical-
ly viable metropolitan area or an 
equally energetic, economically 
viable rural community. Minne-
sota needs both to survive and 
thrive.”
	 “The Center for Rural Poli-
cy and Development shares my 
belief that a strong Minnesota 
requires a healthy and vibrant 
Greater Minnesota,” says Layman. 
“Over the ten or so years since it 
was established by the Minnesota 
Legislature, the Center has built a 
reputation as a trusted source of 
unbiased research and informa-
tion related to rural Minnesota. 
Policymakers and decision lead-
ers need an organization like the 
Center to identify current and 
emerging issues, understand their 
impact, and provide recommen-
dations that will result in good 
decision-making on behalf of ru-
ral Minnesota.”  
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Mission: The Center for Rural Policy and Development provides high quality and objective research to 
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Vision: The Center for Rural Policy and Development will be the leading and most trusted source of re-
search and recommendations to advance policies that improve the quality of life in Greater Minnesota.

Values:
	 Research Excellence. We endeavor to strive for excellence in every project in which we engage.
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	 Collaboration. Collaboration will be the hallmark of our future work. Our success will be defined by 
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enthusiasm for rural Minnesota 
to our organization and we look 
forward to her contributions to 
the Center.”
	 “The Center’s new program, 
the Southern Minnesota Regional 
Competitiveness Project, will be 
an exciting challenge for me,” said 

Simon. “I live in rural, southern 
Minnesota, so having the oppor-
tunity to bring private, public and 
non-profit entities together to de-
velop new economic opportuni-
ties and build on the strengths of 
the region has extra meaning.” 
	 Simon and her husband, Da-

ryl, are both Minnesota natives 
and live in rural Lake Crystal, 
where they raise reindeer and 
Arabian horses. She received her 
Bachelor’s Degree in Education 
from Minnesota State University-
Mankato.  

of rural school districts. While 
there is not one strategy or set 
of strategies that can effectively 
solve the education problems of 
rural school districts, there are 
common implementation themes 
that run throughout individual 
strategies. The literature suggests 
that the most successful strategies 
were applied within a local con-
text and adhered to the following 
guidelines for implementation:
 

Define and agree on the spe-
cific problem that needs to be 
addressed.
Focus on increasing student 
achievement as the motivat-
ing force for change.
Build upon a foundation of 
broad-based community sup-
port that emphasizes local val-
ues.
Identify a visionary leader 
who can clearly communicate 
with stakeholders. 
Seek external support and re-
sources as necessary.
Adapt to changes, re-examine 
practices and stress continu-
ous improvement.

	 Each rural school district 
should evaluate their situation and 
adjust chosen strategies to fit their 
schools and community. A one-
size-fits-all approach is inconsis-
tent with the needs and values of 
many rural school districts. Strat-
egies that “serve as a catalyst to stir 
school personnel and community 
leaders to reexamine their prac-
tices and dream of better things” 
are often the most effective in tra-
ditional Midwest communities 
(Nachtigal, 1982, p.274). Positive 
change takes time, so patience is 
critical, especially for communi-
ties in transition. The best results 
have come from rural efforts that 
recognize where the community 
and school district are at, where 
they want to be in the future and 
construct a plan of how to get 
there together.
	 In addition to actions taken 
by rural school districts to address 
educational challenges within the 
current policy framework, state 
policies have the potential to al-
leviate some of the hardships that 
districts currently face. The litera-
ture review highlights the impor-
tance of policies that embrace the 
singularity of rural school districts 
without sacrificing standards or 
accountability. Therefore, policies 
created to address the needs of 
Minnesota’s rural school districts 
should create options and op-
portunities for districts to reach 
a determined outcome instead of 
mandate a fixed plan.  

•

•

•

•

•

•
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	 The Center for Rural Policy and 
Development is pleased to be serv-
ing as coordinator of the Southern 
Minnesota Regional Competitive-
ness Project, a partnership of busi-
nesses, non-profit organizations 
and government agencies work-
ing together to create a strategic 
economic development plan for 
southern Minnesota.
	 While southern Minnesota 
continues to be a vibrant region, 
we must plan for the future by 
identifying the industries that hold 
the greatest promise. 
	 A recent study commissioned 
by the Southern Minnesota Re-
gional Competitiveness Project did 
just that. Conducted by the Uni-
versity of Missouri’s Center for Re-
gional Competitiveness, the study 
identified six strategic opportuni-
ties key to the region’s future.
	 Manufacturing: One in five 
southern Minnesota workers are 
employed by manufacturing firms, 
a much higher proportion than 
in the nation as a whole. These 
manufacturing firms represent ev-
erything from office furniture and 
boat manufacturers to breweries 

of great pride in the region, with 
Mayo Clinic at the forefront. Mov-
ing forward, we need to develop 
strategies to capture more econom-
ic benefit from the region’s high 
quality health care. One option is 
to better tap into the growing de-
mand for elder care, attracting not 
only aging southern Minnesotans 
to area elder care facilities but peo-
ple from beyond the region, too.
	 Renewable Energy: Southern 
Minnesota has a clear footprint 
in renewable energy. There are 16 
corn ethanol plants in the region 
and wind turbines are multiply-
ing across the prairie, especially in 
the western reaches of the region. 
Cellulosic ethanol and the region’s 
industry knowledge could open 
up new opportunities even as corn 
ethanol’s future becomes less cer-
tain. Additionally, Minnesota’s law 
requiring 25 percent of our state’s 
energy to be generated through re-
newable resources by 2025 holds 
great opportunity for wind genera-
tion in the region. With transmis-
sion capacity key to this opportu-
nity, we must organize and speak 
with one voice to be able to influ-
ence the location of and access to 
new transmission lines.
	 Bioscience: Southern Min-
nesota is just beginning to tap its 
incredible potential in bioscience. 
The region has all the assets need-
ed to power future growth: World 
class medical research, deep exper-
tise in life sciences and an agricul-
tural powerhouse. The real chal-
lenge is connecting these assets in 
creative ways to capture explosive 
growth in new markets for biosci-
ence products. No other region has 
mastered the synergies required to 

and distilleries. Global competition 
is applying tremendous pressure to 
certain manufacturing segments, 
so it is critical that we focus intent-
ly on industries that are growing 
and can help raise the income bar 
in southern Minnesota.
	 Food and Agriculture: South-
ern Minnesota is an agricultural 
powerhouse, producing a dominant 
share of the state’s corn, soybean, 
turkey, sugar beet, swine and dairy 
output. This sector of the regional 
economy will likely remain strong 
moving forward, but we must keep 
a close eye on the ongoing impact 
of farm consolidation. Addition-
ally, to raise wages in the packaged 
food sector, we should consider 
developing a regional “brand” for 
southern Minnesota products to 
command value in the marketplace 
and attract tourists (similar to what 
Napa Valley has done with wine).
	 Health Care: Nearly 100,000 
workers in southern Minnesota are 
employed in the health care sector, 
almost 30,000 more than would be 
the case if the regional economy 
looked just like the nation. Beyond 
its size, health care is also a source 
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do this, but perhaps no other re-
gion is better positioned to do so 
than southern Minnesota.
	 High Technology: Southern 
Minnesota has a major presence in 
high technology, with nearly 38,000 
jobs in this sector. Specifically, the 
region has a strong cluster of in-
formation technology businesses, 
many involved in the manufacture 

of precision products. The chal-
lenge is that jobs in this sector are 
declining throughout the nation, 
though at a somewhat slower rate 
in southern Minnesota. To pro-
tect this sector and fuel growth, we 
must ensure all potential synergies 
between high technology compa-
nies, research organizations and 
higher education institutions are 
being fully exploited.
	 Southern Minnesota has an 
abundance of distinctive assets on 
which an already vibrant economy 
is built. The region can do better, 
though, and that’s exactly what 
the Southern Minnesota Regional 
Competitiveness Project has been 
formed to do.  
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school districts. While consolida-
tion has been a common strategy 
in rural education, the authors’ 
research on cost-effective policies 
strongly caution against this strat-
egy as the negatives outweigh the 
positives.
	 Distance is key: Distance is an 
overriding reality for most rural 
school districts, eating up time and 
resources. The state should recon-
figure the funding categories of el-
ementary and secondary sparsity 
as well as transportation sparsity.
	 Use technology to its best ad-
vantage: Online professional learn-

available to isolated rural learners.
Help the Minnesota Depart-

ment of Education help rural dis-
tricts: Rural school district admin-
istrators are frustrated with the 

ing communities should be estab-
lished to help rural educators share 
best practices and reduce isolation, 
and online general subject or en-
richment courses should be made 

Minnesota Department of Educa-
tion, especially in the areas of test-
ing and staff development. A review 
of the department’s policies and 
procedures should be conducted to 
determine if they meet the needs 
of administrators and educators in 
rural Minnesota.
	 The authors’ additional rec-
ommendations and the complete 
research report can be viewed on 
the Center for Rural Policy and 
Development’s website at www.Ru-
ralMN.org.  

Seeking Solutions for Greater Minnesota’s Future


