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Rural Programs  

HOW TO TEACH FOR WORK, CARE FOR CHILDREN, AID JOB TENURE  

In pockets of rural poverty families need a way for the adults to get the learning they need to work, care 
for preschool children and aids to stay on the job, say professionals who work on these matters.  

Not Your Father’s Farm 

Modern rural America is no longer primarily agricultural, but the education levels of its population 
remain low, explained Beth Mattingly, director of research on vulnerable families at the University of 
New Hampshire’s School of Public Policy. Three rural leaders, one in a community college, another in an 
early education program and another involved with a job retention program, showed how each of their 
efforts attempts to address the new rural America.  

Between 1960 and 2015, agriculture fell from first place among the largest industries in rural areas to 
fourth, Mattingly said at an Oct. 19 Washington, D.C., presentation. Agriculture ranks below education 
services, construction, medical and related professional services and retail eating and drinking 
establishments. Notably, manufacturing, the ninth largest industry in rural areas in 1960, was not even 
in the top 10 in 2015.  

Mattingly added, citing 2013-17 Current Population Survey data, that about a fifth (20.2 percent) of the 
nonmetropolitan U.S.-born population has earned four-year degrees or higher, compared with more 
than a third (35.5 percent) of their urban counterparts.  

“Richer counties have people who are more highly educated,” she added, pointing to rural counties in 
the top 10 percent median income level, where a third of the population has college and another third 
“some college.”  

Mattingly drew on other research to show that half of families below poverty pay more than 50 percent 
of income for health care and child care, she said, and are sometimes pushed into poverty because of 
these expenses.  

Working welfare recipients, she said, report as obstacles to staying employed difficulties with child care 
(64 percent), health (34 percent) and transportation (41 percent).  

A social service provider in rural New England told Mattingly concerning a troubled client, “When you’re 
spread as thin as she was, anything could be a tipping point. Her check not coming, her boyfriend 
blowing up at her. The net was so frail.”  

One way to make the net sturdier is Odessa College in the Texas town of the same name. College 
President Greg Williams noted that the locality was made nationally famous by a 1990 work on high 
school football, Friday Night Lights: A Town, a Team, and a Dream, by H.G. Bissinger, later turned into a 
film and an NBC television series.  

“Community college is one of the ways out of poverty that is underutilized,” Williams said. “The 
challenge is not one of intelligence but of interest.”  



In the middle of the Great Recession, the Texas legislature announced plans to defund the institution. So 
faculty and staff set about looking for ways to improve it in every measurable way.  

One of their efforts was its Drop Rate Improvement Program, to lower the bane of all community 
colleges. Professors worked with students directly, addressed behavior challenges and met with them 
one-on-one. Drop rates declined sixfold.  

The college also revamped registration and enrollment procedures.  

“First Course Is Free” 

“When you register for an associate degree, we register you for the entire program at the start,” he said, 
adding with a smile, “The first course is free.”  

For some students who are unsure in what direction to go, staff suggest an area of studies rather than a 
major, he said. Odessa also shrank the typical term from 16 weeks to eight.  

The staff and faculty work with the student on developing the pace that works best. A student who finds 
a particular topic difficult might be allowed to take one course one semester and three the next period, 
he explained. The pacing, two courses at a time, has been found useful for students who can’t drop 
everything to enroll full-time.  

Odessa also worked on making online courses more effective. On average, he said, the difference in 
effectiveness between online and face-to-face instruction is about 30 percent.  

“We only have a 2 to 3 percent difference,” he said, “because we teach professors how to offer those 
courses and students how to take them.”  

Williams also touted the college’s Drive to Success incentive program. Any student taking at least six 
credit hours (or about two courses) is enrolled in a lottery to win a donated new Ford Mustang or truck 
— one a year.  

Odessa doubled its completion rate in this time and set up its graduates to succeed right in their 
hometown.  

“Five years after graduation many of our students are making $100,000,” he said, noting that with an 
associate degree, graduates can start at about $70,000.  

Sheila Hoyle, executive director of the Southwestern Child Development Commission, headquartered in 
Sylva, N.C., reaches a service area of seven small rural counties made up of towns of about 8,000 people 
each.  

“When parents get a job they need a robust early childhood program,” she explained. “Research shows 
that education work at ages 1 to 5 is critical for success in elementary and secondary schools.”  

One big obstacle is the pay of early childhood teachers, as child care workers in rural areas make 
between minimum wage and $16 an hour, with high turnover. Her answer is “a patchwork of funding 
streams we call a quilting pattern. If you take a deep breath sometimes you feel it will rip some days.” 

 The bulk of the effort is aimed at education for the early childhood worker leading to a career path. 
Compensation goes up when the worker earns a two- or four-year degree.  



To get there, the region drew on the T.E.A.C.H. (Teacher Education And Compensation Helps) Early 
Childhood — a registered trademark of the Chapel Hill, N.C.-based Child Care Services Association — 
scholarship program, launched in 1990.  

T.E.A.C.H. has participants in all 100 North Carolina counties and has helped almost 32,000 early care 
professionals obtain associate, bachelor, or birth-kindergarten licensure credentials. Associated with it is 
the WAGE$ program, which licenses a group such as Hoyle’s to promote learning by offering rewards.  

Hoyle says T.E.A.C.H. has made the crucial difference for many, reducing the typical turnover rate in 
early childhood work, which can be as high as 25 percent, to 10 percent.  

“People who leave don’t leave because they don’t like the work but because they have bills to pay,” she 
said. “The T.E.A.C.H. and WAGE$ program does that.”  

Coach for Success 

The third leg of the rural help stool was presented by Lynne Russell, executive director of the United 
Way of Mason County, Mich., which runs the Lakeshore Employer Resource Network, supported by 12 
businesses. At the heart of the effort is the workplace confidential “Success Coaching,” which supports 
employees on a predictable, ongoing basis.  

“No more wasted hours in social services offices; Success Coaches offer direct connection and access to 
community resources,” Russell added. The coaches handle problems with child care, transportation and 
navigating social service bureaucracies for employees at up to 200 percent of the poverty level.  

First LERN trains company officials in leadership, conflict resolution, making relationships at the work 
setting effective and “hidden rules that we cannot discuss.” Then come the success coaches, who go 
from site to site.  

Russell said employers are delighted. In a survey 43 percent of human resources directors say they save 
time not having to manage personal problems of employees.  

In addition to the coaching, the venture comes with an instant loan program that makes available up to 
$1,000 to bridge unexpected emergencies. The loans have a 94 percent success rate based on the low 
number of defaults.  

Russell calculated that between the reduced turnover and productivity gains employers have achieved a 
276 percent return on investment.  

—Cecilio Morales 


