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Families and Schools in Rural Appalachia!
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A literature review revealed conceptual elements and approaches that have
been productive in the study of (a) rural education and (b) rural families and
children as they interface with schools. The Appalachian region is considered
relative to these same issues. For nearly two decades the Appalachia Educa-
tional Laboratory has pursued systematic research and development aimed
at improving the effectiveness of rural education by strengthening working
linkages between families and schools. This programmatic work is summariz-
ed in order to illustrate — through both its breadth and specificity — the con-
tinual interchange which necessarily occurs between research and successful
community practice. Implications and recommendations are considered.

This report begins by identifying parts of a framework to guide research in
rural psychology relative to schools and families. Next a synopsis is presented
of (a) the state of rural education and (b) related empirical knowledge
about rural families and children. Pertinent facts about education in the Ap-
palachian region are briefly summarized. Having established this overall con-
text, we consider programmatic research and development conducted by the
Appalachia Educational Laboratory (AEL) over nearly two decades regarding
the interface of families and schools in rural Appalachia. Finally, we conclude
with implications and recommendations.

'These studies were conducted under various contracts and grants from the National Institute
of Education.

2All correspondence should be sent to Edward E. Gotts, Madison State Hospital, Madison, Indiana
47250.
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NEGLECTED RURAL RESEARCH

A review of Psychological Abstracts from 1966-1983 revealed a sparse
data base on rural psychoeducational issues and on the interface between
families and schools. Other collected works support the conclusion that too
little is known in this area to guide practice reliably (Hersen, Kazdin, &
Bellack, 1983; Reynolds & Gutkin, 1982). A recent collection by Childs and
Melton (1983) provides a notable exception.

Related social science literature has suggested that rural conditions create
an environmental press for persons to behave as generalists, while urban con-
ditions foster increased social organization and role specialization (Beals &
Hoijer, 1959). Wirth (1938-39) and his successors have contrasted urban with
rural settings by associating the former with occupational diversification and
role segmentation, resulting in functional interdependence of people; high
mobility with attendant anonymity and reduction of social intimacy; secon-
dary or formal group associations (vs. primary, informal, face-to-face rela-
tions); and reliance on less direct means of social control and regulation.
The relevance of these perspectives and others (e.g., Barker, 1968; Naisbitt,
1984) to the analysis of school-family relations becomes apparent over the
course of this report.

RURAL EDUCATION

Small, Undermanned Environments

Barker’s (1968) widely cited research on small rural schools, as con-
trasted with larger schools, showed that students in the former settings par-
ticipated more extensively and responsibly and experienced greater satisfaction
as well as pressures (Barker, 1968; Barker & Gump, 1966). The less well-
known national study of Douvan and Adelson (1986) reinforced Barker’s
observations and extended them in some ways.

Likewise, some of the positive aspects of small rural schools have been
noted in other research, including their instructional effectiveness (Schneider,
1980; Sher, 1983), public support (American Association of School Ad-
ministrators, 1982), reputation (Gallup, 1977), and satisfaction among educa-
tional leaders within them (Dunne, 1983). The foregoing qualities appear to
be associated with small-town schools more than those in isolated rural
settings.
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School Consolidation and Control

In spite of the many indications that small is beautiful, small schools
have been the continuing object of consolidation efforts since 1918 (Covert,
1930), with the Conant report (1959) being the most influential of these in
more recent times. Yet the evidence indicates that these efforts have neither
persisted nor spread (Stutz, 1974). Moreover, countercases have been
presented to the effect that consolidation has been oversold and cannot deliver
on its promises (Sher, 1978, especially p. 17; Sher & Tompkins, 1977, especial-
ly pp. 59-60; Wynne, 1978).

It is important to recognize that consolidation pressures came from pro-
posed solutions to urban problems rather than rural ones (Rosenfeld & Sher,
1977). Imposing this solution on rural schools created new problems (Helge,
1984) and made the issue of school control a central one in the minds of
rural constituents (Dunne, 1983; Rosenfeld & Sher, 1977). First the issue was
one of state versus local control, but subsequent developments elevated it
to a federal versus local concern (Gallup, 1982; Herriott, 1980). It has fur-
ther been inferred that some forces favoring consolidation may be found at
the local level. Here the issue appears to involve social-class conflict with
local educators and middle- and upper-class citizens favoring a more
urbanized school (Weaver, 1977). Unfortunately, much energy has been
misdirected to the control issue at the expense of the more central issue: educa-
tional quality. It appears essential to neutralize or set aside the control issue
so that quality and efficiency can be considered and addressed in light of
local circumstances.

Scarce Resources and Educational Equality

Another crucial issue in rural education is how to achieve equity in the
face of insufficient resources. Selective outmigration of younger, more up-
wardly mobile adults in the past has created a top-heavy and bottom-heavy
age structure in rural areas, leaving a smaller proportion of adults in their
productive years to support schools and other services (Flora, 1976; Fratoe,
1978; Ross & Green, 1979; Zuiches & Brown, 1978). This imbalanced age
structure poses special difficulty for funding school operations. Consequently,
rural per pupil expenditures reach only 75% of those in urban areas (Tamblyn,
1973), while efforts to equalize resources have failed (Benson, 1961; U.S.
Senate, 1975).

Rural school finances are also unfavorably affected by insufficient in-
dustry to offset the property tax burden (Sher, 1978) and small, narrow
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economic bases (Herriott, 1980). The magnitude of their problem is underlin-
ed by these facts: Of the 250 poorest countries in the United States in 1975,
all were rural; they accounted for 40% of all persons below the poverty level
in the entire country (American Association of School Administrators, 1982).
Inadequate school financing has, in turn, been linked to low teacher pay (Sher,
1983), lower student competency attainment (Sher, 1978) despite comparable
rural-urban ability levels (Kaufman & Doppelt, 1976), less participation in
higher education (Abt, Bock, English, & Marx, 1977), and lower participa-
tion in both basic education and vocational education (Fratoe, 1978).

Not surprisingly, curricula designed for rural children are almost nonex-
istent (Sher, 1978) and these children miss out on other innovative practices
(Dunne, 1983). Wilson’s (1982) massive literature review failed to uncover
research specifically designed to answer questions faced by rural school ad-
ministrators. Most programs of teacher preservice preparation and in-service
education do not deal with rural issues (Dunne, 1977; Massey & Crosby,
1983). The resources are not sufficient to the challenge.

Rural Diversity and Commonality

Diversity and Conflict. Consolidation and other urban-oriented solu-
tions seek standardization, but diversity is the norm for rural communities
and their schools (Sher, 1983). Diversity must be addressed. As an issue, diver-
sity has magnified the complexity of service delivery to low-incidence special
education populations (Helge, 1984). Social conflicts and divisions in rural
communities complicate and sometimes defy all efforts to find unique solu-
tions (Herriott, 1980; Weaver, 1977). Recent immigration into rural areas
has accentuated social conflict by introducing newcomers with differing ideas,
styles, expectations, and values (Herriott, 1980; Naisbitt, 1984; Ross & Green,
1979). The histories of rural school systems have added to their diversity and
complexity over the past 50 years via the reorganization of districts from
128,000 to around 16,000 (American Association of School Administrators,
1982) without regard to the ecology of community and place.

Commonalities. Beyond diversity, rural communities and their schools
also display points of commonality. Rural schools are similar throughout
the developed world (Sher, 1983). Great consistency of public attitude toward
the schools is apparent when the views of rural and urban parents are con-
trasted across a variety of questions (Gallup, 1977, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982,
1983); rural-urban differences follow the perspectives identified earlier under
the heading “Neglected Rural Research.” These commonalities make it possi-
ble to speak of a preferred interface of rural schools with mental health pro-
viders (Flax, Wagenfeld, Ivens, & Weiss, 1979; Herjanic, 1972; Hollister,
Bentz, Miller, Edgerton, & Aponte, 1973).
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In more homogeneous rural communities, schools are a source of iden-
tity and pride (Herriott, 1980) and act as one of the major employers in many
rural areas. The school thus is the center of community life; participation
in its events is not simply entertainment but above all an affirmation of com-
munity membership and life (Dunne, 1983). Rural citizens accordingly are
more likely to have attended a meeting in a local school building in the past
year (Gallup, 1979).

AEL RESEARCH ON APPALACHIA

Appalachia is a primarily nonurban region comprising all of West
Virginia and parts of 12 other states in the northeast and southeast, and in-
cludes 397 countries in and around the Appalachian mountain chain (Ber-
tram, 1975). The population of this region exceeded 20 million in 1980,
amounting to about 8.9% of the total population of the United States. The
same general trends of rural-urban differences found in the rest of the coun-
try are generally replicated in Appalachia, with differences sometimes more
accentuated here than elsewhere (Appalachian Regional Commission, 1979,
1981; CRS, 1978).

Although Appalachia is much like the rest of rural America, existing
data did not answer many of the questions raised when the Appalachia Educa-
tional Laboratory (AEL) began its efforts in 1966 to improve educational
quality and equity in its seven-state region (Alabama, Kentucky, Ohio, Penn-
sylvania, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia). This process commenced with
an immediate assessment of regional needs and resources and the develop-
ment of plans of action. From this process a series of studies was initiated
on ways to promote rural children’s learning and development in a context
of low population density, scarce resources, mountainous topography, and
traditional culture, including familism (Gotts, 1983).

The initial studies were concerned with (a) voluntary educational
cooperatives to facilitate economies in purchasing and the sharing of scarce
resources, (b) television and other media to overcome isolation and rugged
topography, (c) early childhood education to promote development in the
absence of kindergartens, and (d) traveling or mobile education units for quick
transport of personnel in support of an “educational park” approach. All
of these resource-extending and enriching innovations were seen as being co-
ordinated and delivered through the cooperative.

The present review considers only those studies that bear upon the in-
terface between the school and the Appalachian rural family and its children.
Particular attention is given here to new program approaches and knowledge
generated, with replications reported as these suggest the transportability and
generalizability of results.
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Appalachian Preschoolers and Television

The first research questions raised were: In what behavior areas do Ap-
palachian preschoolers require instructional emphasis? Does it appear feasi-
ble to deliver early childhood education using a threefold approach (a) daily
teleivsion programming, (b) weekly home visits by paraprofessionals, and
(c) a mobile faculty for weekly group sessions? During 1967-1968, two West
Virginia University psychologists conducted a detailed literature review;
studied a carefully selected sample of 3V2- to 6%-year-old farm and non-
farm rural children and their families from a two-country area of northern
West Virginia that approximated media census counties for the region; using
their data, evaluated the apparent feasibility of the proposed delivery system;
and established a comprehensive set of behavioral objectives for preschool
children based on results of the first two tasks (Hooper & Marshall, 1968).

Their preliminary study of children and families indicated that over 90%
of the families had television sets; 80% of the children were reported to view
television two or more hours per day. Family units were generally functionally
literate; about half of them had completed all or most of high school. A ma-
jority (65%) aspired to have their children attend college. This high level of
aspiration may have related in part to the proximity of the state’s main univer-
sity to the sampling area. An interesting finding was that parents read less
to later-born children: firstborns (nearly 85%), second borns (about 50%),
and third borns (only 12%).

Contrary to the then-prevalent “cultural deprivation” construct, Hooper
and Marshall (1968) concluded that intellectual performance of the children
revealed diversity rather than cognitive deficits. Mean individual intelligence
test scores fell near the national average (for 8 Age x Sex subgroups means
ranged from 91.9 to 106.1 IQ on the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Test; grand
mean 101.04). On the other hand, receptive vocabulary scores averaged below
national norms (for the eight subgroups, Peabody Picture Vocubulary Test
means ranged from 82.10 to 95.70 1Q; grand mean 90.62). Content analysis
of the test battery results indicated the children consistently passed more per-
formance test type items than verbal items when the items were equated for
developmental level of difficulty based on national norms. Distinct patterns
of strengths and weaknesses were noted on the Illinois Test of Psycho-
linguistic Abilities, (e.g., at the 3V2-year level, children performed at means
for the norm group only for Auditory Vocal Association, while at the 6%2-year
level, children fell below norms on all but two subtests: Auditory Vocal Se-
quencing and Visual Decoding). Their performance on Piagetian tasks was
age-adequate. The younger children did somewhat better on average than
the older ones in the sample in comparison to norms (e.g., see Illinois Test
of Psycholinguistic Ability above), suggesting increased difficulty toward the
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time of entrance into school (Hooper & Marshall, 1968). The pattern of
abilities noted provided some useful direction for the question of instruc-
tional emphasis, as well as challenging the stereotype of uniform cultural
deprivation. The configuration of child and family characteristics discovered
made the proposed delivery system seem feasible.

Home-Oriented Preschool Education (HOPE)

The foregoing research resulted in a decision to proceed with a full-
scale community experiment. This was to provide a more definitive answer
to the question: Is it feasible to operate this kindergarten-alternative pro-
gram within the context of public schools through the voluntary cooperative?
Second, the question was raised: With what results?

The three-component HOPE delivery system (i.e., television, home
visitation, and group experience) was operated in a primary prevention type
experiment from 1968-1971 (i.e., comprising three annual cohorts for a total
community sample size of around 700) with randomly selected samples of
families of preschool children in a four-country area of southern West
Virginia. The four-country area targeted for this study lies within central Ap-
palachia, a subregion that is known to be more seriously disadvantaged than
either the northern or southern subregions (Appalachian Regional Commis-
sion, 1979, 1981). After random selection from the region, families were fur-
ther randomly assigned to experimental (2/3) and community control groups
(1/3). An outside control group—beyond the television signal range —was
selected as well (60 cases per program year). Families designated community
control were those who had access to the television signal only. All of the
experimental subjects received home visitation as well. Half of the experimen-
tal group also received a weekly half-day group experience in a mobile
classroom facility. These four groups may be designated: outside control (C);
TV-only, community control (TV); experimental with only home visitor added
(TV-HYV); and experimental with the further addition of group experience
(TV-HV-GE or Pkg). The program was operated jointly by AEL and the
four country school systems. All personnel except the field director were
recruited locally and trained to perform thier duties within HOPE (Gotts,
1983). It is important to note that the program was conducted with sensi-
tivity to the school systems, the staff, and the families involved.

A high rate of parental involvement in the instructional process was
achieved in the two experimental groups (e.g., in 1969-1970, 94.76% of
parents reported viewing the TV series with their children 2 or more days
per week; TV-only parents had a surprising 71.88% coviewing record).
Parents expressed articulated enthusiasm for all of the components in which
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they and their children participated (e.g., experimental families rated the
printed materials good to excellent 98.70% of the time; they rated home visitor
explanations as good to excellent 100.00%; the vast majority, 96.05%, wanted
weekly versus less frequent visits).

On all the following statistical comparisons of posttest scores, children’s
corresponding pretest scores were entered as covariates. (a) On a curriculum
specific test of conceptual development, both experimental groups were
similar and outperformed both control groups (e.g., on 1970-1971 subtest
6: Pkg 42.8; TV-HV 41.4; TV 34.4; C 29.0; F = 26.74, df 3, 387; p < .01).
TV-only also surpassed C. (b) On a receptive vocabulary test, the Pkg and
TV-HYV groups’ performances were not different and exceeded those of both
TV and C (Pkg 45.50; TV-HV 43.56; TV 38.50; C 38.53; F = 13.00, df 3,
373; p < .01). (c) A battery of psycholinguistic tests did not differentiate
consistently enough among the four groups over the 3 years to suggest that
the program impacted this area beyond developmental increments for all
groups. (d) On a visual-motor test, the groups were consistently ordered from
highest to lowest: Pkg, TV-HV, TV, C (e.g., respectively, 33.23; 31.83, 29.79,
and 23.75in 1970-1971; F = 7.06; df 3, 392; p < .01). Overall results were
similar across the 3 years of experiment (Gotts, 1983).

Differences between the two control groups favoring TV over C sug-
gested that exposure to the TV alone resulted in immediate cognitive gains.
The home visitor portion of the experimental variations appeared to account
for much of the balance of the cognitive gains for both TV-HV and Pkg
groups. An observational study of social and emotional gains, on the other
hand, revealed specific effects of the experimental parts (e.g., on a measure
of curiosity-approach Pkg 51%; TV-HV 28.13%; TV 17.07%; C did not
take part in this phase of the study; on “responding constructively to peer,”
means were Pkg 3.89; TV-HV 4.36; TV 2.13; F = 9.59, df 9, 59; p < .01).

At the close of this phase of the work it was concluded that this delivery
system could be operated by public schools with direct involvement of AEL
staff. It was further concluded that HOPE achieved good user acceptance
and produced relevant early childhood outcomes in direct correspondence
to the extent of the subjects’ exposure to program components.

HOPE Replications and Comparisons
Additional questions were raised by these results: Could the program

be replicated elsewhere without direct involvement by AEL? How would the
“graduates” compare to those attending a regular kindergarten?
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Over the period 1970-1973, these questions were explored. First, two
half-day kindergartens were in operation in 1970-1971 in the HOPE area,
permitting direct comparison. The K children, like the TV had access to the
TV signal. They lived in slightly more urbanized communities. Typical results
are illustrated by the following scores on the curriculum specific test, part
2: Pkg 46.6; TV-HV 44.4; TV 39.0; C 36.8; K 42.0; F = 5.41, df 4, 199;
p < .01; any difference of 4.4 is significant at the .05 level by Dunnett’s
test). Surprisingly, TV did not differ from K on any of three parts of the
test, suggesting that this aspect of the early childhood curriculum could be
presented successfully via television (Gotts, 1983).

The replications were conducted entirely by other agencies using AEL-
prepared materials but without direct AEL staff involvement beyond train-
ing and technical assistance. Sites were situated in the Appalachian parts of
Alabama, Ohio, Tennessee, and Virginia. Two additional sites operated in
West Virginia. Site selection was based on similarity between local cir-
cumstances and the design aims of HOPE, i.e., these communities contain-
ed physically isolated population pockets, provided no preschool programs
for the general public, and primarily cared for young children in their own
family homes during daytime hours (Gotts, 1983).

Again, generally only the curriculum-specific conceptual test was used
in the replication studies. Moreover, program variations were dropped, and
only the Package version of HOPE was used, in view of its broader range
of previously demonstrated effects. Program evaluations and analyses were
conducted independently on a site-by-site basis. In each instance, the con-
clusion was drawn that the Package version of HOPE was workable in that
particular community and that the learning outcomes represented an accept-
able early childhood education alternative in the absence of local
kindergartens (Gotts, 1983).

Some interesting sidelights occurred during these years which attest to
the excitement that is generated when behavioral scientists find something
that actually works in rural areas. HOPE was selected for presentation at
the White House Conference on Children in December 1970, as a promising
practice for rural areas. The National Boradcasting Company prepared a
half-hour documentary on it in the same month. It was chosen by the Na-
tional Center for Educational Communication as one of the 10 most in-
novative programs in the country and featured thereafter in a traveling U.S.
Office of Education exhibit throughout the period 1971-1973. In April 1973,
the U.S. Information Agency produced a brief documentary on the Ohio
HOPE replication site for use in their “Vision USA” series for overseas
distribution. So successful were the replication sites in Alabama and Ten-
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nessee that they were selected by the National Home Start experiment as two
of their 16 demonstration sites for the home-based version of Head Start—
and the only school-based sites in that demonstration experiment.

Durability of HOPE

A more fundamental question remained: How durable are the results
of HOPE? To assess this, a major follow-up study was conducted with the
three within-community groups. The outside controls, having since been
through totally different school systems, no longer could serve as comparison
subjects. All local personnel were recruited and trained to gather the data.
The main data-gathering phase was in 1979-1980, providing on the average
about a 10-year follow-up. The former preschoolers were now mostly in junior
high school. Subsequent follow-up work through 1984 — and still ongoing —
seeks to see whether differences are evident between the experimental and
control groups in the years immediately following their scheduled gradua-
tions from high school.

The 10-year follow-up drew upon school records (e.g., achievement
tests, grades, attendance, retention in grade), a teacher-completed behavior
checklist, and two kinds of parallel interviews with children and parents
separately (Gotts, 1983). At follow-up, with a sample exceeding 200 parents
and 342 children, differences persisted between the experimental and con-
trol conditions, favoring the former groups. For these later analyses, the C
group is not available. Instead the two experimental groups, Pkg and TV-
HYV are combined (Experimental) and compared to the community control
(Control). The experimental group children outperformed the control group
in many of the respects examined, with some differences persisting throughout
school and others lasting only during the early grades. Differences between
experimental and control group parents were likewise consistently noted at
follow-up, with comparisons favoring the former. Thus program results per-
sisted in both children and parents. Since the data and data analyses varied
widely across comparisons, they are expressed in a variety of forms in Table
I, based on representative findings.

Preparing for Widespread Dissemination

Without a doubt, the replication sites were special. Three were in areas
already served by voluntary education cooperatives started by AEL. This left
unanswered the question of whether a wide range of more typical Appalachian
communities possessed the necessary characteristics to have HOPE succeed.
For example, were parents sufficiently literate? Did they receive television?
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Table I. Comparison of Experimental and Control Samples at Follow-
Up~ Variable Format Analyses

Group
Experimental
Variable (Pkg and TV-HV) Control
For child
Attendance (Grades 1-5) 95.52%) 93.40%
(F = 5.58,df 1, 274, p < .01)
Personal disorganization (M) 1.66 3.28
(F = 4.58, df 1, 301, p < .05)
Symptoms depression (M) 0.10 1.21
(F = 6.10, df 1, 301, p < .05)
Coping successfully 72.00% 60.00%
x? = 3.85, df 1, one-tailed
p < .05)
Retained in grade 5.00% 25.00%
(x2 = 10.35, df 1, one-tailed
p < .00)
Grade point (overall) (r = .16, df 328, p < .01,

favors Exptl)
13, df 328, p < .01,
favors Exptl)
Ability test (mean) (r = .15, df 338, p < .01,
favors Exptl)

—_
S
1

Achievement test (mean)

For parent
Academic orientation (M) 71.37 65.80
(r = 2.68, df 210, p < .01)
Home environment (M) 4.41 4.11
(t = 2.43,df 210, p < .05)
Support of development (M) 2.59 3.16

(F = 23.51,df 1, 207, p < .01,

low mean signifies superior sup-

port of teaching and learning for
the child)

Were parents available to be involved? Were their learning expectations for
their children compatible with HOPE’s objectives? Did they have in their
homes culture objects needed to support learning, and would they learn to
use them for this purpose? These and other questions of this sort were posed
in 1973-1974 to nearly 700 parents of preschool age children from AEL’s
seven-state region through an extensive in-home contact involving assessment
of the home environment and the parent’s orientation and skills. Local per-
sonal were selected and trained to contact families and gather data. This sam-
ple was drawn randomly from a larger sample to approximate the 1970 census
(Shively, Bertram, & Hines, 1975). Concurrently, AEL conducted a col-
laborative study with the U.S. Bureau of the Census in which original data
records were compiled for the first time for parents of preschool children
from the 397 Appalachian countries (Bertram, 1975).
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AEL Parent Survey. Although matched to the 1970 census, the income
of the AEL sample was somewhat lower than that of the reference group.
Most often the children’s mother was home days (79.7%), with child super-
vision by other family members in the home accounting for an additional
13.6% of child care. Overall 93.3% of children spent their day at home.
Materials available in the homes to support HOPE-type program were as
follows: newspaper (71%), magazines (75%), dictionary (77%), encyclopedia
(48%), library books (78%), radio (95%), telephone (70%), television set
(93%). From 69 to 83% of parents could read and carry out a simulated
instructional activity on the initial attempt. Visiting educational places with
their young children was not, however, common among these parents. The
expectations of these parents for their children’s performance was high, with
over 80% expecting their children to accomplish specified behaviors by the
start of first grade (Shively et al., 1975). These parents, thus, in the respects
measured, appeared able to support most or all of their child’s participation
in HOPE.

Census Bureau Study. Although it lacked the depth of focus of the
former study relative to particular HOPE program issues, the study com-
pleted by Bertram (1975) together with the Census Bureau, was more satis-
fying in terms of adequacy of sampling and specificity to any original
community where an implementation of HOPE might be considered. Because
of the limited protocol used by the Census Bureau, information was primarily
demographic. The median years of education of both mothers and fathers
of Appalachian preschool children was 12.2 years. Only 16.1% of children
were enrolled in preschool or kindergarten, with a distinct tendency of
preschool participation, public or private, to increase with the occupational
level of the head of the household. Disability ran high in this population
of younger adults: heads of household (8.7%), mothers (4.1%). Females
headed only 7.26% of these households, but this figure was 26.13% among
blacks. Blacks accounted for about 5% of Appalachian population. Median
income was $6,689 (1970), with 16.6% of families below the poverty level.
Nevertheless, television was available in 96.7% of the homes, 92.7% had
one or more automobiles, and 77.6% had telephones available (Bertram,
1975).

Appalachian Stereotype Reconsidered. The definitive figures from the
two preceding studies run counter to stereotypes of Appalachians as sly but
uneducated hillbillies. We make this point for emphasis, because we were
confronted for 6 years prior to this time by a stream of well-meaning out-
side experts who “knew” that HOPE could not be delivered in Appalachian
communities, because they could not read, and they did not really care. These
findings gave us breathing space to complete and publish some materials that
were needed for the widespread implementation of early childhood programs
using home visitation (e.g., Gotts, 1977).
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Family Needs and Networks

In order to understand better and respond more wisely to the differing
circumstances faced by particular subgroups of families, in 1978 we raised
the questions: What are the support networks of rural families like? What
are their needs and problems? Do isolated rural families differ from other
families in the same ways that nonisolated rural families do? To answer these
questions, communities were selected to represent Appalachian rural and ur-
ban groupings, and random samples of parents of third graders were drawn
from each community (total sample = 1,113) and interviewed by local per-
sons trained and monitored for quality of performance by AEL (Snow, 1981).
Intercoder agreement for various parts of the data ranged from 97.2 to 99.6%.
Below are summaries of some of the contrasts found (x2, p < .05, df
variable).

Rural-Urban Comparisons. In comparisons of the total rural and ur-
ban groups across sites, the following differences were noted: father absent
(rural 16.5%, urban 28.7%); mother employed full-time (rural 27%, urban
39%); and reports having “special problems as a parent” (rural 18%, urban
26%) (Snow, 1981). These differences signaled the greater distress of urban
family structures. Another series of comparisons suggested that urban parents
rely more heavily on advice and assistance provided through formal and pro-
fessional channels: Urban parents received more child-rearing advice from
magazines, pamphlets and newsletters, and newspapers but not from books
or television; urban parents found both talks with teachers and talks with
physicians more helpful; and more rural mothers belonged to no formal
organization (rural 42%, urban 23%), with smaller father differences (rural
49%,, urban 38%).

Urban parents were aware of a greater variety of program assistance
for meeting specific types of parenting needs. Resource awareness increased
regularly with educational level among both rural and urban parents. Rural
parents often found less help available locally than needed (rural 30%, ur-
ban 17%). Rural parents, nevertheless, used local programs and services as
often, apparently accomplishing this by using a larger percentage of the ac-
tual services available (rural 26.4%, urban 17.6%) (Snow, 1981). In personal
terms, these results indicate the effects of resource scarcity on parents of third
graders.

Isolated Rural Families. The second set of comparisons focused on just
the isolated rural (IR) families, comparing them to the combined urban and
other rural parents. These amounted to only about 20% of all rural families.
These parents had an exceedingly low educational level, with neither parent
having completed high school in 62% of the families versus 26% for all other
families. These isolated rural families received less help from maternal grand-
mothers (IR 32%, others 52%) and neighbors (IR 14%, others 28%). Con-
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sequently, they shared responsibility for child care less often and, when they
did, it was more often with one of their older children (IR 49%, others 30%).
Although isolated rural talked less frequently with their children’s teachers,
further analysis revealed that these differences disappeared when educational
level was controlled. Their tendency to belong to no formal organizations
was exceedingly high, as shown by a special three-group contrast: (IR 63%,
rural 42%, urban 23%). Although large SES differences were present for
this variable, IR families were significantly more often outside all organiza-
tions even with social class controlled. Isolated parents less often had a per-
sonal confidant (IR 64%, others 75%) and talked less often with other parents
(IR 57%, others 79%). SES differences were present for the latter of these
indicators but isolation also showed its effects within both higher and lower
class families (Snow, 1982).

Community Contrasts. The overall picture emerging from these two
series of comparisons is that isolated rural families are in fact not only
physically but also socially isolated. They appear to have thinner support
networks than either other rural or urban families when this is considered
from the standpoint of both formal and informal supports. They are very
different. Nonisolated rural families appear to be more stable than urban
families; they are affected by a sparsity of resources in their rural communities
but seem to compensate for this to some extent by overutilizing available
resources; and urban parents more heavily utilize and apparently beneift from
formal supports in their communities. It is apparent that urban and rural
family situations are no more isomorphic than are rural and urban schools.

Teachers and Parents: Working Together

To this point we have raised a variety of questions relative to the families
of younger children and have seen some ways that rural families are helped
by schools as well as others. What about families of older children and
adolescents? Does ruralness call for different home-school linkages beyond
early childhood? Our purpose in raising these questions was to begin to
discover and to design interventions for use through the secondary level. Two
separate studies were conducted, one with teachers and the other with parents.

Teachers’ Practices. A random sample of 446 teachers was selected from
17 communities, which were among those that participated earlier in Snow’s
study (1981). This design was to permit subsequent comparisons of communi-
ty data across the studies. Local supervisory personnel at each site helped
with the data collection. Overall return rate for questionnaires distributed
to the sample was 82%. The questionnaire explored teachers’ preparation
for and experiences in school-family relations as well as their views of this
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subject. In addition to individual item responses, teachers’ mentions of their
types of interactions with homes were combined into a 13-item “participa-
tion” scale. The present review examines the questionnaire responses of rural
(R), small town (ST), and urban (U) teachers (Purnell & Gotts, 1984).

On the participation scale, urban teachers significantly more often men-
tioned involvements with homes than the other groups, but the differences
were small (U 10.4, ST 9.4, R 9.3). Regular teacher attendance at PTA/PTO
meetings was highest in small towns, whereas rural teachers were more often
total nonattenders (R 12%, ST & U 5-6%). Urban teachers were far more
likely never to call parents on the phone (U 18%, R & ST 6%) (Purnell &
Gotts, 1984). These findings appear to be based on the formal/informal
distinction, with urban participants emphasizing formal group contacts and
the others relying on personal contacts (i.e., phone).

The occasions or circumstances for teachers interacting with parents
were compared. Urban teachers more often than the others interacted with
parents concerning matters of student behavior and discipline (U 71.7%, ST
60.5%, R 58.7%). Further analysis revealed, however, that 71 to 72% of
elementary teachers in all communities contact parents for these reasons.
Thus, the difference first noted above is attributable to large differences at
the secondary level (U 72%, ST 49%, R 39%). Contacts regarding attitudes
and values also differentiated among the three community types (U 7.1%,
ST 2.6%, R 2.0%) (Purnell & Gotts, 1984). These findings are consistent
with observations earlier in this report regarding the success of rural com-
munities in achieving conformity to community standards (Dunne, 1977; Sher,
1978). The conclusion about success may be expanded to include small towns.
It may further be noted that the timing of the attainment of conformity ap-
pears to come later as urbanization increases.

School-sponsored activities were a frequent time of rural and small-
town contacts with parents (R 40.7%, ST 40.5%, U 24.2%). These differences
hold up at both elementary and secondary levels. Rural teachers were, fur-
ther, more likely to call on parents for performing volunteer work (R 33.3%,
ST 23.6%, U 22.2%). Both findings for the rural sample are congruent with
Barker’s (1968) analysis of “undermanned” environments. The more mixed
small-town results, on the other hand, may suggest that they are less under-
manned but still foster the informality notable in rural communities (Beals &
Hoijer, 1959; Wirth, 1938-39).

A final type of difference worth examination pertains to the practice
of parent contacts for reporting irregularities in school performance. Dif-
ferences among the three community types at the elementary level were non-
significant for contacts either about student grades or absence from school.
However, at the secondary level urban and small-town teachers generate even
more contacts about grades, whereas rural teachers generate less contacts
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regarding grades (R elementary 74.7%, R secondary 57.6%). A similar decline
in the percentage of rural teachers contacting parents about absence was also
observed for the secondary level (Purnell & Gotts, 1984). Our hypothesis
about these types of findings has been that, because basic skills are usually
well advanced by the secondary years, rural parents of adolescents are less
likely to be dissatisfied with irregularities of school performance, so long
as overall behavioral conformity is attained, which it is. Within such an ethos,
teachers might be expected to adjust their communications to fit what parents
consider important.

Parents’ Views. Within West Virginia, random samples of parents of
secondary school children were drawn from four counties to represent rural
(n = 184) and urban (n = 198) communities. Local interviewers completed
brief but wide-ranging interviews regarding their experiences and views of
home-school relations. Over 90% of the respondents contacted in each locale
completed the interview (Gotts & Purnell, 1984). Data analysis was conducted
around three focal areas: (a) centrality of schools, (b) reliance on formal ver-
sus informal communications, and (c) orientation toward discipline and stu-
dent problems. From this approach it is evident that our prior research has
led us to view these as areas that might reflect some of the essential differences
between rural and urban Appalachian experiences.

Regarding the centrality of schools, rural teens compared with urban
participated in a greater mean number of extracurricular activities (R 1.30,
U 1.11). Their types of involvement also differed. Rural teens belonged to
more subject-related and social clubs (R 31.0%, U 10.6%) and were more
often involved in planning and conducting social events (R 8.2%, U 2.5%).
More urban teens attended extracurricular religious clubs (U 5.0%, R 0.5%).
Rural and urban teens participated in athletics, band, and other groups com-
parably. A larger percentage of rural than urban parents attended at least
some school-sponsored activities. Parent groups did not differ in attendance
at athletics, musical, and dramatic events. Urban parents attended more com-
munity education (U 7.1%, R 1.1%). Rural parents tended often to be in-
volved in quite varied school activities that could only be coded as “other”
(R 33.7%, U 10.1%).

In the analysis of formal versus informal communications, rural parents
had more planned contacts with school personnel (R 6.5%, U 2.0%) and
many more casual meetings with them in the community(R 29.4%, U 11.1%).
When contacted about a child’s absence from school, rural parents more often
reported being appreciative (R 57.1%, U 36.4%). Although urban parents
had fewer informal contacts with school personnel, urban schools offset this
disadvantage by having them attend more formal groups (e.g., Parent Ad-
visory Councils) and by sending them more planned communications such
as newsletters and special reports on academic deficiencies. Urban schools,
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thus, initiated a larger mean number of formal contacts (R 4.04, U 2.64).
Urban parents expressed greater satisfaction with their schools’ efforts to
communicate (Gotts & Purnell, in press).

In the area of student problems and discipline, urban parents, agree-
ing with the report of teachers (Purnell & Gotts, 1984), have more problem-
oriented contacts with school personnel (U 54.1%, R 37.9%). Urban parents
remarked that they felt responsible to contact the school, i.e., to find out
what is happening (U 61.0%, R 36.9%), and they felt more dependent on
schools to notify them of student problems (U 28.3%, R 17.9%). Urban
parents wished to be notified of almost any problem the student might be
having (U 59.2%, R 49.2%), whereas rural parents more often stated that
they wished to be notified only if certain specific kinds of problems were
to arise. Urban parents apparently wish to be notified, in part, because they
believe schools are less able than themselves to deal with problems (U 16.8%,
R 6.5%). Even though rural parents believe their schools have fewer discipline
problems (Gallup, 1982), in the present study they often remarked spon-
taneously that “schools need more discipline” (R 37.0%, U 14.1%). On the
other hand, rural parents were more ready to collaborate with schools in
resolving their teens’ problems (R 82.1%, U 66.5%) (Gotts & Purnell, 1984).

Secondary School Interventions. Based on the foregoing and other find-
ings, AEL has identified promising home-school relations practices for the
secondary level. For rural families and schools, the primary recommenda-
tions are that schools (a) have volunteers interview small random samples
of parents to learn their views and desires; (b) communicate more
systematically through newsletters about school events in which the whole
community can participate; and (c) notify parents promptly of potential
academic deficiencies, using an “academic guidance” sheet to help parents
involve themselves in analyzing possible reasons and remedies (Gotts &
Purnell, in press).

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Discussion and Implications

In a variety of senses, urban and rural home-school relations differ
empirically. Several constructs appear to have heuristic value relative to this
distinction. The contrasting pairs of terms are presented here with the urban-
linked term appearing first: (a) formal and secondary versus informal and
primary communications and group associations (Wirth, 1938-39); (b) op-
timally manned versus undermanned behavior settings exerting differential
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environmental presses on their role occupants (Barker, 1968) to perform,
respectively, either more as specialists or more as generalists; (c) the recent
historical trend away from urban centralization and rural isolation (Beals
& Hoijer, 1959) toward decentralization and urban cultural penetration of
rural settings (Naisbitt, 1984); (d) uniform or standardized versus diverse and
locally oriented (Sher, 1983); (e) the primacy of a national vision versus a
local vision (Dunne, 1983); (f) structural interdependence versus psychological
interdependence; (g) mobility and impersonality versus stability and intimacy
of social relations (Wirth, 1938-39); (h) peripherality versus centrality of
schools to community life (Dunne, 1983; Herriott, 1980); (i) predominant
pursuit of personal interest and objectives versus conformity to those of the
local community (Barker, 1968); and (j) remote or structural versus direct
or personal social control and regulation (Wirth, 1938-39).

AEL’s HOPE curriculum was effective because it was based on careful
analysis of early development and learning and properly wedded to delivery
via television, parents, home visitors, and an early childhood teacher, each
making a particular contribution to overall results (Gotts, 1983). Effectiveness
resulted from technical soundness. The HOPE program as a service delivery
system succeeded for different reasons — ones that rest more on ecological
soundness. HOPE (a) emphasized the availability of television and parents
to most of these young children; (b) translated the curriculum into practical ac-
tivities that parents could accomplish with materials commonly at hand; (c)
used local paraprofessional visitors who were accepted by the families and who
understood what they could and could not do; (d) encouraged parents to
exercise their resourcefulness and, thus, participate in formulating the cur-
riculum for their own child; (¢) communicated its television message (i.e.,
via a “Miss Patty”) and home instruction in a rurally congruent informal,
personalized and “high touch” (Naisbitt, 1984) manner; (f) situated itself ad-
ministratively in the schools—centers of community identity and pride and
usually the strongest resource bases in small towns and rural areas: and (g)
included young children and families of all social class levels (i.e., not poverty
program) in recognition that all rural children must eventually adapt to a
socially integrated common school (Gotts, 1983).

Recommendations

Cooperatives. In the face of insufficient resources, voluntary educa-
tional cooperatives and other sharing arrangements should be considered
seriously. Critical media linkups can support the sharing of scarce instruc-
tional personnel, reduce their travel time, and greatly expand the utilization
of their talents. Interdistrict collaborative arrangements remain a vital part
of the solution for serving low-incidence populations. See Helge’s (1984) com-
prehensive policy recommendations regarding rural special education.
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Consolidation runs counter to the overall American trend toward decen-
tralization (Naisbitt, 1984). Political action should be aimed at preventing
it, except when careful local analysis shows that it should be tried (Sher, 1978).
Various cooperative arrangements should first be considered as alternatives
to school district reorganization and school consolidation.

Personnel. Rural teachers require specific preparation. Teacher educa-
tion programs should train rural educators to be generalists. They should
be trained to be self-sufficient and resourceful, and they should be well
grounded in rural school-community relations (Massey & Crosby, 1983).
These same authors offer detailed suggestions regarding the preceding recom-
mendations. Preparation of school administrators and pupil personnel ser-
vices workers should likewise be guided by these criteria. Abt et al. (1977)
have developed some useful hypotheses about ways to influence the
postgraduation activities of rural students. Personnel should be trained to
explore these further.

Curriculum. A more distinctly rural curriculum is needed, based in part
on use of community resource people and partly on original development
work. Although much rural school improvement must be a local matter.
(Dunne, 1977), some materials can undoubtedly be developed for statewide
use through collaborative activities by local and state education agency per-
sonnel plus university faculty. Independent study projects can be used to
broaden the curriculum (Sher, 1983).

Community Involvement. Citizens of rural communities become involv-
ed with schools as needs for their assistance are impressed upon them. Local
effort and contributions “in kind” are the heritage of rural schools.
Newsletters can be the most effective single means of reaching parent and
other citizens in rural communities in order to inform them of the school’s
program, activities, and needs (Gotts & Purnell, in press).

Achieving Equity. Sher (1978, 1983) presents a reasoned plan and
strategy for increasing education equity for rural children. Basically he ad-
vocates reduced reliance on the local property tax and increased state
categorical assistance (e.g., for the heavy transportation costs of rural
schools). Help may be on the way from the federal government to rectify
inequalities noted in the past (CSA, 1978; U.S. Senate, 1975). A new federal
policy calls for rural education to receive an equitable share of “informa-
tion, service, assistance and funds” (Worthington, 1983) in the future.
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