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Abstract

Scarce resources challenge school district leadesaghout New York State and the
nation as they struggle to provide adequate ammtoigs academic opportunities for students at
the high school level. This challenge is exacetbéor leaders of small rural school districts,
particularly those located in the Adirondack Park.

This phenomenological qualitative study examirtelrelationship between four
particular factors and district leaders’ decisiomgarding academic opportunities. The factors
studied were: culture, geographic location andasoh, finances and capacity. For the purposes
of this study, culture was considered to be thd kialues of the communities under study, and
capacity included: physical plant, technology, ataifing.

Data were collected primarily through interviewshadistrict leaders of small, rural
districts located in New York State’s Adirondackli®and by reviewing relevant documents.
Findings suggested a relationship does exist betweefactors under study and district leaders’
decisions regarding academic opportunities at itje $chool level. The degree of influence of
these factors varies. Rarely do the influencdbedge factors act in isolation; instead, they act
concurrently and in concert with one another tqshdistrict leaders’ decisions about academic
offerings. Location and isolation alone were nitgctas influencing academic opportunities,
more so were the residual effects of isolationtipalarly small enroliments. Existing research
suggests a diseconomy of scale for small rural@shelative to providing equitable
opportunities. Per pupil cost and inequity weremacsed during the research study, and as such
not reported among the findings.

The existing relationship between the factordeanrstudy and decisions regarding

academic opportunities is heightened by and refuolts the uniqueness and intricacies of the



communities served by these leaders; their sengaoé and subsequent leadership of place
clearly influence the decisions made by theseidisgaders as they consider academic

opportunities for students.
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decisions, academic opportunities, sense of place
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In northeastern New York State, there lies a sutisigparcel of land identified as the
Adirondack Park. Initially known as the Adironddé&rest Preserve, the area was originally
designated by the New York State Legislature in5188ltimately, the Adirondack Park was
established in 1892. Designated by an imaginarg bhe, the park now encompasses nearly six
million acres and “is comprised of twelve countsl 103 municipalities with approximately
132,000 residents. The region abounds with monsitéakes and rivers scattered throughout a
unique natural landscape” (Adirondack Park Regidsslessment Project [APRAP], 2009, p.
iv). Since much of the park is considered ruta, initial population from which potential
research participants for this study were iderdifsas from school districts that were located
wholly or in part within the blue line.

“The Adirondack Park represents one-fifth of thedarea of New York, but it has one
half of one percent of the student population” (AR 2009, p.105). The 2009 Adirondack
Park Regional Assessment Project (APRAP), a stodyntissioned by the Adirondack
Association of Towns and Villages in collaboratisith the Adirondack North Country
Association, determined there were 18,245 studehtslived in the park. Of those, 17,559
were enrolled in public schools, and the remaiti&§ students were split fairly evenly between
being home schooled and attending private catischools. APRAP reported the average
enrollment in Adirondack school districts was 5@hjle the statewide average was 3,927.

Rural schools throughout New York State and thenadtruggle to provide adequate,
extensive and rigorous opportunities for studefigam the perspective of this researcher, these
struggles are exacerbated for small schools ithendack Park that continue to grow smaller.

“Since 1990, enrollment in Adirondack school digBihas declined at a far greater pace than the



rest of the state” (APRAP, 2009, p. 105). APRABO@) reported that in the current decade, the
decline of 329 students annually, “is equivalertiloss of one average sized Adirondack
school district every 19 months” (p. vii). Thisadnatic decline in student enroliment has been
accompanied by a steady increase in the medianfagsidents. According to APRAP, “Park
residents average just under 43 years of age, thidarany state for median age. By 2020, only
the west coast of Florida will exceed the Adiroridaas the oldest region in America” (APRAP,
2009, p.vii).

Also unique to rural Adirondack school districtslaheir communities is the financial
impact resulting from the large number of vacapooperties in the region. Both the
recreational opportunities and the natural beatith@park make it a desirable destination for
vacation homeowners. Of the residential parcetherpark, 40% are owned by individuals with
mailing addresses outside of the park (APRAP, 2009 high property values of many of
these homes are in contrast to the moderate or lpreperty values of the homes of many year-
round residents. The financial impact on the msisl in these small rural communities is
staggering. The higher value of vacation properiake these communities appear wealthier
than they are. In New York State, the amountgaiesschool aid, and subsequently the tax
rates, are based in part on the average wealtregddrticular community or school district. As a
result, some of these districts find themselvesiv@ng lower levels of state aid than other rural
areas in the state with residents having to offgstreduction in the form of higher taxes.

Within the park, “The average tax levy is two am@-dalf times the statewide value” (APRAP,
2009, p.106).
Schools throughout the country face challengesaonigding substantive academic

opportunities for their student populations. Td¢hsillenge is heightened for small rural schools,



and even more so for those located in the Adirokdack, given the uniqueness of their
circumstances. There is limited current resednahéxists that specifically considers
characteristics that might be exclusive to thosgridts in the park, and the impact they may
have on the academic opportunities provided ta gtadent populations.
Purpose

The purpose of this study was to determine theashpf various factors on the decisions
of system leaders in small Adirondack districtsareling academic opportunities at the high
school level. The factors studied included cultgengraphy and isolation, finances and
capacity (physical plant, technology, and staffingpr the purpose of this study, academic
opportunities were defined as high school coureriafys that were beyond those mandated by
state regulations to meet graduation criteria. gdwulation being studied was small rural
school districts located wholly or in part withimet Adirondack Park.
Research Questions

The intent of this research was to study four fesctmd their influence on a school
district leader’s decisions regarding the acadepjmortunities available to high school students
in small rural Adirondack school districts. Theifdactors researched were: culture, geographic
location and isolation, finances, and capacityr the purposes of this study, capacity included
physical plant, technology, and staffing. The agslk questions were as follows:

1. Is there a relationship between a school distrmiléure and a system leader’s

decisions about academic offerings?
2. Is there a relationship between a school distroggsgraphic location and isolation

and a system leader’s decisions about academicrafé?



3. lIs there a relationship between a school distratgilable finances and a system
leader’s decisions about academic offerings?
4. s there a relationship between a school districdisacity (physical plant, technology,
and staffing) and a school system leader’s degsafmout academic offerings?

Sample

Of the 61 school districts located wholly or irrtpaithin the Adirondack Park, 53 were
further identified as offering academic programmanghe high school level through grade 12.
This further identification was accomplished thrbugreview of websites, and through phone
calls to the districts. The superintendents of 63 districts were invited to participate in the
study (Appendix A), and 11 of them agreed to pgrate. Despite being located within the park,
not all of the identified districts would be considd small and rural using the criteria utilized by
the United States Department of Education (USDOX)cording to the USDOEsmall rural
schoolsare those eligible to participate in the Small&@&chools Achievement (SRSA)
Program (New York State Education Department [NYEED10). In order to be eligible to
participate in this grant program, schools musttrbeéh the criteria of having a total average
daily attendance at all schools served by the IEshdational Agency (LEA) of less than 600
and being designated by school local codes 7 grtBdoU.S. Census Department. These school
codes result from the manner in which the distsatlentified by the U.S. Census Department,
with a local code of indicating a district that is outside a MetropatitStatistical Area (MSA)
with a population of fewer than 2,500, and a lazale of8 indicating a district that is inside a
MSA with a population less than 2,500 (NYSED, 2010)

Of the 53 districts earlier identified, 22 also nese criteria. Of the 11 superintendents

who agreed to participate, seven were employedrall sural schools. Thus, seven of the 22



small rural schools located wholly or in part withhe Adirondack Park served as the sample for

the study.

Definitions

Adirondack Park.As described by the Adirondack Council (200&)pafor profit New York
State environmental group, “The Adirondack Parheslargest park in the contiguous
United States. It contains six million acres, agvene-fifth of New York State and is
equal in size to neighboring Vermont. The AdirocidRark is nearly three times the size
of Yellowstone National Park. More than half oé thdirondack Park is private land,
devoted principally to hamlets, forestry, and agjtiore and open-space recreation. The
Park is home for 130,000 permanent and 110,00@sabesidents, and hosts ten
million visitors yearly. The remaining 45 percefthe Park is publicly owned Forest
Preserve, protected as ‘Forever Wild’ by the [NearkyState] NYS Constitution since
1894” (para. 1-2). Further description of the partvided by Adirondack.net (2010)
states, “Many first time visitors to the Adirondackre surprised to learn that ‘the Park’
isn't a traditional park at all. You won't find antrance gate guarded by conservation
officers — but you will find a vibrant blend of pliband private lands where thousands of
people live, work and play amid the breathtakingréwdack Mountains, forests and
streams” (para. 4). The geographic features opék provide year round recreational
opportunities including swimming, boating, hikingadaskiing.

Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCEBYCES is a public organization that
provides shared educational programs and senaceshiol districts. BOCES owes its
origin to a state legislative enactment authorizimgformation of intermediate school

districts. Passed in 1948, the act was aimed ddliegasmall rural school districts to



combine their resources to provide services thHaretise would have been
uneconomical, inefficient, or unavailable” (NYSEZD09, para. 1).

Capacity. For the purpose of this studygpacityis defined as the physical plant, technology,
and staffing present in the districts under study.

College For Every Student (CFESAs described on their its web site: “A nonprafiganization
committed to raising the academic aspirations artbpnance of underserved youth so
that they can prepare for, gain access to, ancesedda college” (College For Every
Student [CFES], 2007a, para. 1). “CFES currenthyls with 120 rural and urban
schools and districts in 16 states and the Distfi@olumbia. Each school works with
more than 50 CFES Scholars — low-income youth, rmmbathom would be first in their
family to pursue higher education — to help themtgesollege and succeed there”
(CFES, 2007b, para. 1).

Culture. For the purpose of this studyyltureis defined as the held values of the communities
that constitute the districts under study.

High Peaks RegianA region of the Adirondack Park designated ahdecause of the 46
mountains with an altitude greater than 4000 f@dtis region is renowned for the
various recreational opportunities available.

Northeast Regional Information Center (NERI@&s described on its own web site: “In a
geographic service are that covers 12 countied\ERIC partners with seven BOCES to
provide advanced technology services to more td@nsthool districts. [Providing]
districts a broad array of services that apply totiple facets of district operation, such
as instruction, student information, finances, hamesources, security and test

reporting” (Northeast Regional Information CentdERIC], 2008, para. 1)



Sense of PlaceBudge (2006) equates sense of place with &arigadership of place, which he
describes as follows: “A critical leadership ofgdas leadership that specifically aims to
improve the quality of life in particular commumi$. Leaders with a critical leadership
of place support community as a context for leagnumderstanding that schools and
their local communities are inextricably linkeddathat the ability of each to thrive is
dependent upon the other. They work to consenad wtbeneficial to the well being of
students, families, and communities, while actitebding efforts that address the
challenges and/or contradictions found in the locaitext” (Budge, 2006, p. 8).

Small Rural SchoolsFor the purpose of this studymall rural schoolsare those deemed as
eligible to participate in the Small Rural Schoatshievement Program (SRSA). To be
eligible to participate in this grant program, solsomust meet both the criteria of having
a total average daily attendance at all schoolseddny the Lead Educational Agency
(LEA) of less than 600 and being designated by aiclocal codes 7 or 8 by the U.S.
Census Department. These school codes resultthermanner in which the district is
identified by the U.S. Census Department, withaal@ode of7 indicating a district that
is outside a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSAXhva population of fewer than 2,500,
and a local code & indicating a district that is inside a MSA witlpapulation less than
2,500 (NYSED, 2010).

Limitations and Delimitations
The sample of the study consisted of those whontatily participated. Of the 22

potential respondents, seven chose to participeteugh these voluntary participants shared

gualifying characteristics with those who chosetogtarticipate, readers will need to generalize

their finding with more care than they might hawel the sample been random.



The researcher was a novice at conducting intess/fer the purpose of qualitative study,
and this could be a limitation. Care was takenmwpreparing for the interviews. The researcher
conducted a pilot interview and practiced intervieehniques in order to become more
proficient. A common set of interview questionsl@nscript were used to insure consistency
from one interview to the next.

Potential bias on the part of the researcher shoeildoted. Having been a lifelong
resident of upstate New York, she is quite famihgth the region under study. Due to her
background in education and appreciation for adiprity to the region, she kept abreast of the
educational challenges faced by the districts enrégion through media reports and her personal
and professional affiliations with individuals Ing in the region and working in the field.

To limit the impact of this potential bias, care&ttention was given to collecting and
interpreting data. Interviews were recorded dilyitand transcribed verbatim. Participants were
provided the opportunity to review transcripts &acuracy. The data collected were self
reported by participants, and truthfulness is agglm

The sample was intentionally delimited. The imt@as to look at particular factors
influencing small rural school districts in New d8tate's Adirondack Park, so subsequently
only leaders from these districts were considefaddings should be generalized with care to

similar rural districts.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The ability of public schools to provide adequateensive, and rigorous opportunities
for students has diminished given the current egpoaoincertainties faced by New York State
and the nation. This challenge is not a new onesrfwall rural schools and districts. Difficulties
for these schools and districts are compoundeg@dnes beyond available finances and also
include: culture, geographic location and isolatiamd capacity. For the purposes of this study,
capacity included physical plant, technology, atadfielg. These factors have and will continue
to present challenges for small rural districtshey strive to respond to the needs of their
students and communities. Compounding these ciggdieare certain requirements and
accountability measures levied under the federaCNitd Left Behind (NCLB) Act.

The most resounding consistency found in the vewkcurrent information available
relative to rural education is that the amountesieiarch in this area conducted to date is far from
adequate. This is particularly true in New Yorkt8t Much of the research available specific to
New York State can be attributed to David Monk arglcolleagues. Arnold, Newman, Gaddy,
and Dean (2005) completed a comprehensive datakaseh of K-12 rural education research
conducted in the United States from 1993 — 2003eirTfindings suggested that little research
regarding rural schools had been conducted, anartheh of what had been conducted was
inadequate. They also suggested that much oegearch that existed was qualitative.

The intent of this study was to determine the it various factors that influence a
district leader’s decisions regarding academic opdties. The factors being considered were:
culture, geographic location and isolation, finemaad capacity. The following research

guestions that were addressed:



1. Is there a relationship between a school distrmilsure and a system leader’s decisions

about academic offerings?

2. Is there a relationship between a school distropgg'sgraphic location and isolation and a

system leader’s decisions about academic offerings?

3. lIs there a relationship between a school distretailable finances and a system leader’s

decisions about academic offerings?

4. Is there a relationship between a school distridjsacity (physical plant, technology and

staffing) and a school system leader’s decisiomsidcademic offerings?

The initial intent in reviewing the existing litéwae was to consider each of these factors and
the subsequent research questions independertilg.pfioved problematic; there were particular
influencing factors that could not be easily comip&ntalized into one of the four independent
factors being studied, but instead encompassediomere of the areas being studied. Yet, to
provide some structure and organization to theskewf the relevant literature, the information
is organized in the following manner: To the exteossible, existing research that is exclusive
to a single factor and its subsequent researchiqoas discussed. The particular factors are
addressed in the initial order in which they werespnted. This is followed by information
which summarizes the fact that certain influencesat necessarily align uniquely to a specific
factor, but instead have overarching implicatiansbre than one, and in some cases several of
the factors being studied.

Culture
Culture, for the purpose of this study, is defiasdhe held values of the communities
that constitute the districts under study. Thonglone existing piece of research has been able

to succinctly identify exactly whatt is, there is a great deal of implication that ¢hisrsomething

10



unique about small rural schools and districtses&archers disagree about the precise definition
of the ternrural, yet they do agree that rural schools possesaicandefinable attributes which
set them apart” (Gardner, 2003, p. 12). Thougbas not the intent of this study to compare

rural districts to those of other designations,dret al. (2005) suggested:

... there is a need to recognize that the valuasdan rural America differ in important

ways from those in urban and suburban areas. rticplar, the relationship between the

school and the local community is different. Sde@ye much more important to the

day-to-day functioning of the community in rurakas. (p. 20)

Research provides distinct implications that refsam the link between schools and
their communities. Some of the existing body dbimation suggests that rural existence is a
limitation, while other research suggests the op@as the case. What seems to be conveyed
consistently was the need for district leadersnenstand the community and the impact of his
or her decisions have in relation to it.

Budge (2006) spoke to a limited understanding drgpts and the community of their
children’s needs. “Many parents and members otdmemunity were thought to have limited
aspirations for their children and/or to have leditunderstanding of what their children would
need to be successful in the future” (p. 4). Adnetl al. (2005) suggested that aspirations and
expectations of the community might negatively ietgachool improvement efforts.

Gardner (2003) and Bethel (2001), each of whontuoted case studies of a small rural
school district, in Pennsylvania and lllinois resipeely, found that academics were of
significant importance and grounded in communityides. Bethel (2001) stated, “For rural
people it is about learning to live and work irugat environment” (p. 15). Gardner alluded to

the power local parent groups have over acaderfecings.

11



Research also points to the fact that parent waroent might not be directed toward the
academic aspect of schools. Arnold et al. (2006hdl research that indicated parents were
active and involved as spectators at school aesvitBethel (2001) suggested that communities
do have significant influence regarding spending,tbat they provide autonomy to district
leadership regarding academic decisions. “Schoatsmit the values of the family and
community from generation to generation. [This niigleate a means to] open a world of
opportunity by freeing students from the limitasoof their parents” (Bethel, 2001, p. 25).

Given the differing perspectives present in tteeaech, academic leaders in small rural
districts grounded in community must perform achk balancing act that is contingent upon a
deep understanding of the communities they seBiglge (2006) described the importance of a
sense of place

A critical leadership of place is leadership thadfically aims to improve the quality of

life in particular communities. Leaders with atical leadership of place support

community as a context for learning, understandiag schools and their local
communities are inextricably linked, and that théity of each to thrive is dependent
upon the other. They work to conserve what is beiakto the well being of students,
families, and communities, while actively leadirffpes that address the challenges

and/or contradictions found in the local contefBudge, 2006, p. 8)

It is imperative then, that school leaders, paldidy superintendents, be well attuned to
the community, its history, and its values. Bei{2€l01) identified the school superintendent as
the key figure in small, rural districts, and inalies that in many cases (s)he may be the only full
time central office administrator and, as sucliymtioning in many capacities. “In rural

America, finding a happy medium between the pash s rich tradition of rural life, and the

12



future, with its promise of opportunity and prospgmrequires school leaders to have a keen
sense of where the school and its community haga bad where they hope to go” (Harmon &
Branham, 1999, p. 15). “Administrators ... can digantly influence teaching and learning in
small rural districts” (Budge, 2006, p. 3).

Geography and Isolation

“Obviously, even within the rural category, thare differences among school districts
with respect to student population, community emwinent, economy level, geographic features,
etc.” (Gong, 2005, p. 15). Often assumptions amdarabout districts simply because they are
rural: “There are many misconceptions about rurhbsls. Not all of them are
underperforming, poor, hayseed places. An lowax@@&it community does not face the same
issues as a ski resort in Colorado or an islarddame or a mostly minority hamlet in the
Mississippi Delta” (Lewis, 2003, p. 1). “Rural sais face a unique set of challenges largely
due to their geographic isolation” (Arnold et @005, p. 1). Budge (2006) suggested that
geographic location and isolation might be amormgféictors that are seen as a benefit to living
in these areas, and conversely that these locatiters “limited quality and quantity of
experiences students need to prepare for the fuord).

Geographically isolated districts tend to be smatl number of students served — as a
result of their isolation. Research indicates #mall districts are less able to provide
opportunities for their students. “Students wherad small districts do not receive the same
opportunities as those who attend larger schotiicis’ (Sasala, 1996, p. 1). In referring
specifically to New York State, Monk & Haller (1988uggested that the state has a
constitutional obligation to assure that a stugeatiucation is not inferior simply because they,

“happen to live in a small rural community” (p. Bethel (2001) echoed this sentiment when he

13



stated, “The quality of a student’s education stiadt be determined by where he/she lives” (p.
5).

There is ample research relative to consolidadiah reorganization as a possible means
to enhance educational opportunities in geographismlated districts. Sasala (1996) surmised
that the fact numerous small districts continuexist in particular regions,”...can be attributed
to provincial attitudes and the fear of losing lcaatonomy” (p. 1). Thus, opportunities afforded
by centralization of services may provide a moebie option for geographically isolated
districts. “Centralized administration [also] prd@s many of the benefits of district
consolidation without undermining local identityraditionally a key barrier to public
acceptance. A dozen districts can share the sians bfficer while keeping their schools and
their football teams...” (State University of New XdSUNY], 2009, p. 5).

Another option that has begun to emerge is regjifacdities. “The creation of regional
distance learning networks is one of the more witkesd practices aimed at expanding
educational opportunities by bridging the geogreahand cultural distances between
schools...”(SUNY, 2009, p. 8).

Minimal research exists exclusive to the effed¢tgemgraphic isolation, supporting the
assertion made by Monk & Bliss (1992) that the @Hef isolation deserve more attention.
Finances

Small, rural districts often face financial challes which result from diminishing
industry and population accompanied by decliningpkment and further compounded by
decreases in available financial resources. Toaswined circumstances have and will impact
funding to support operations and opportunitids. addition to struggling with shallow tax

bases and small secondary enrollments, many smsticts suffer diseconomies of scale that
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result in higher costs per pupil in certain ar@aduding administration” (SUNY, 2009, p. 4).
The Adirondack Park Regional Assessment ProjecRAP) (2009) reported that the average
tax levy in the park was two and one-half timesstagdewide value. APRAP further reported an
average per pupil tax levy in the park of $19,26#npared to a statewide average of $7,749.
“Because of financial constraints and decreasimgliements, smaller districts cannot offer
comprehensive courses in higher level mathematatsnces, and foreign languages” (Sasala,
1996, p. 1).

Monk & Bliss (1992) stated, “It costs more in shdistricts to achieve the same result it
does in otherwise equivalent larger districts"4p. Consequences may include reduction in the
scope and/or quality of services offered or in@ased costs to tax payers (Monk & Bliss, 1992).

Research supports the fact that it costs small dis&icts more to function, and that “. . .
small districts tend to spend the same, if notghéii percentage of their income on education
than larger districts” (Monk & Bliss, 1992, p. 7Yet, “the research shows that rural districts
spend less on instruction than do otherwise sindilstricts” (Monk & Bliss, 1992, p. 12)

A question then arises as to what might accoura fagher level of spending, yet
apparent diminished academic opportunities. Smath| school districts in New York State, as
a result of legislation in effect since 1948, hdwe opportunity to benefit from pooled resources
and services available through Boards of Cooperdiducational Services (BOCES) (SUNY,
2009). There is much variation in the degree teclvemall districts utilize this opportunity, yet
they tend to spend more per pupil to do so thageladistricts (Monk & Bliss, 1992).

Multiple factors contribute to the financial cledbes and difficulties faced by small rural
districts. As Gardner (2003) indicated, “... rurahsols are often consigned to ‘making do with

less’. That ‘less’ becoming increasingly more idiift to manage...” (p. 12). Other possible
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factors impacting spending and resulting in finahconstraints in small rural district are not tied
directly to academic opportunities. They incluthereased transportation costs related to sparse
geography (Monk & Bliss, 1992), maintenance of ggovercrowded, and over utilized

facilities (Bethel, 2001), and staffing costs urda rural districts (Arnold, 2005; Lewis, 2003;
Monk & Bliss, 1992). These patrticular factors via# discussed in further detail in the
subsequent section titled: Capacity.

Capacity

As defined earlier, capacity consists of physptaht, technology, and staffing.
Inadequacies in any of these areas could influanademic offerings and opportunities
available to students.

Physical plant. Bethel (2001) provided significant information regjag the impact on
and implications of physical plant and facilitigdde suggested that in rural areas, schools are
more than educational centers. He referenced théms study as being much like the town hall
— the center of community activity. He then sugges‘Many schools lack adequate, safe, and
modern buildings” (Bethel, 2001, p. 15). Overugdhe community leads to increased wear,
compounded by the fact that many small rural dittrilo not have staff with necessary facilities
expertise. He alluded to additional implicationgis statement, “Their aging electorate, small
bond debt, and diminished probability that referend or bond issues will be successful to
maintain, upgrade or replace aging facilities dbate to the dilemma” (Bethel, 2001, p. 15).
Finally, he suggested that the mindset of communignbers is that cost savings can be realized
or monies allocated to classrooms and studenégiiitiy needs are neglected.

Of note, is the suggestion that consideratiomdapvation and/or rebuilding might be

influenced by the emotional attachment that eXastsveen community members and existing
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facilities. “For some this nostalgia exists toextent that they seem unaware that the carefully
planned educational process for young people rgoeegatively impacted due to the
deteriorated and overused buildings” (Bethel, 2@01,41).

Technology. Sasala (1996) discussed potential options thattrhigimade available
through innovation and technology, but alludednh®fact that though emerging technology and
innovation may provide opportunities for small dusmlated districts to compensate for their
curricular limitations, the cost associated cowgdpbohibitive. Arnold et al. (2005) also
suggested that technology might be a means of oreng curricular shortcomings. Such
options could be limited by inadequate facilitiesl anfrastructure. Bethel (2001) supported this
notion in his contention that the potential forldings, as they currently exist, has been
maximized.

Staffing. What constitutes quality among staff members, paldrly teachers, has been
a topic of controversy, particularly in rural sck&oThis controversy has been heightened by the
requirements of NCLB. In his research regardirggighly qualifiedprovision of the act,

Eppley (2009) suggested that content area expentgenot be what qualifies teachers in
particular settings. “What it means to be a higialified rural teacher is a variable of the
communities in which the teacher works...” (Epple§02, p. 8). “Quality teaching should not
be determined in a ‘one best’ way that ignores Iptdkhe and students” (Eppley, 2009, p. 7).

Eppley (2009) contended that highly qualified psaans set forth under NCLB did not
take into consideration the unique circumstancesnaeds of rural, and in some cases remote,
school districts. This is consistent with the fimgk of Lewis (2003) who stated, “The

inflexibility and underfunding of NCLB create evgreater problems for rural schools” (p. 2).

17



Gardner (2003) further supported these assertipissidgpgesting that this was, in part, due to
salary and the multiple responsibilities placedruptaff members.

Eppley (2009) provided an extreme example in aystiidhe K-12 Chignik Bay School
located in a remote Alaska village: “This remothing village balances dangerously on the
edge of losing their school as enrollment declia@s, adding a highly qualified teacher
requirement seems like a cruel joke on staff memtiet travel by bush plane to serve multiple
schools in the district ... compliance would resnlteplacing these teachers with ‘an outsider”
(p. 7).

“The rural education setting faces unique chak=sngnany of which are enhanced by the
nature of the rural environment in which it exisfBethel, 2001, p. 141). These challenges
include physical plant, technology and staffing.

Summary

In many cases, the influencing factors found anekRisting literature did not align
themselves strictly to one of the four areas bseindied. As was likely apparent, there were
often overarching influences and implications vittances being the most prevalent. The lines
between the factors under consideration were difiemed: “...rural schools face significant
resource limitations, particularly in terms of eoanic and human resources. In addition, there
are social, cultural and political forces that gaffuence the capacity of rural schools...”
(Arnold et al., 2005, p. 18). Separating out slaches or factors is not always possible.

The link between rural schools and their commasijtthe expectations communities
have for their children, and the openness of comiyiamembers to innovation all impact local
decisions regarding allocation of finances. Tradk®ations, whether for facilities, technology,

staff or program, will impact the academic oppotties afforded to students. All of these are
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factors of which rural school leaders must be welare. “Successful leaders, it was believed,
needed to understand the “mentality” of a smatalraommunity . . . “(Budge, 2006, p. 7).
Education as it currently exists in all types ofrgounities is undergoing change; how leaders
respond must be aligned to the particular commemitiey serve. Gardner (2003) supported this

when he suggested that educational leaders cagmmtel local circumstances.
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Chapter 3: Methods
Purpose Statement and Research Questions

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitativelgtwvas to determine if a relationship
existed between various factors and the decisibdsstrict leaders in small rural Adirondack
school districts regarding academic offerings athilgh school level. The research questions,
each relevant to one of the factors being studiede as follows:

1. Is there a relationship between a school distrmilsure and a system leader’s decisions
about academic offerings?

2. Is there a relationship between a school distropgg'sgraphic location and isolation and a
system leader’s decisions about academic offerings?

3. lIs there a relationship between a school distratailable finances and a system leader’s
decisions about academic offerings?

4. Is there a relationship between a school distrizjsacity (physical plant, technology,
and staffing) and a system leader’s decisions adbcademic offerings?

This chapter describes the design of the stu@dys#imple studied, how the sample was
selected, the manner in which data were colleateldaaalyzed, and the trustworthiness, validity
and reliability of the study.

Design

Qualitative research has increasingly become amiesl and respected as a means of
studying applied social sciences, particularly edion. Merriam (2009) in discussing
qualitative research states: “Research focusedsmowvkry, insight and understanding from the
perspective of those being studied offers the getgiromise of making a difference in people’s

lives” (p. 1). Creswell (2009) presents a crossiea of the defining characteristics of
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gualitative research derived from various individua the field. Chief among them is that such
research is well suited to the natural setting whthresearcher being the key instrument.
Additionally, that indicative of such researchhe fact that it “focuses on learning the meaning
that participants hold” (Cresswell, 2009, p. 14)d #&hat it is emergent. This is consistent with
several of the characteristics of qualitative rese@rovided by Merriman (2009), who
contends:

The overall purpose of qualitative research isclieve arunderstandingf how people

make sense of their lives ... the key concern is tgtdeding the phenomenon of interest

from the participant’s perspectives ... a secondasttaristic of all forms of qualitative
research is that the researcher is the primaryuimgnt for data collection and analysis.

Since understanding is the goal of this reseahghhtiman instrument, which is able to

be immediately responsive and adaptive, would gbendeal means of collecting and

analyzing data. (p. 14-15)

Given the purpose of this study, and based oretblearacteristics of qualitative research,
it was the optimal manner of research to utilizerder to determine, from the perspectives of
those system leaders in the prescribed situati@enntpact of the designated factors on their
decision-making relative to academic offerings.

Of the qualitative approaches to research stuthegyhenomenological approach was
best suited to this particular study, as the puepdsuch a study was to “describe and interpret
the experiences of participants in order to undesthe ‘essence’ of the experience as
perceived by the participants” (McMillan, 2008,291). McMillan further suggests, “... a
phenomenological study focuses much more on thecommsness of human experiences ... the

participants of a phenomenological study are setebecause they have lived the experiences
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being investigated, are willing to share their thlots about the experiences, and can articulate
their conscious experiences” (p. 292). Thesemsi@ags are in complete alignment with the
participants and phenomenon of the study at hand.

Qualitative phenomenological research was mostogpiate to explore the relationships
that exist between various factors and their infaeeon decisions regarding academic offerings
among district leaders in small rural Adirondachcas.

Population and Sample Selection

In qualitative research, “the most appropriate@arg strategy is non-probabilistic ... or
purposeful ... Purposeful sampling is based on teamaption that the investigator wants to
discover, understand, and gain insight and theeefelect a sample from which the most can be
learned” (Merriam, 2009, p. 76-77). Such was tAsidfor the purposeful sample selection for
this study. From this purposeful sample, a volengibset ultimately constituted the participant
group.

As designated in the purpose statement, certaibwkes were essential of participants:
they were to be school district leaders of smaklrachool districts located wholly or in part
within the Adirondack Park. The initial criteriarfselecting participants was to identify
superintendents of school districts located whotlyn part within the Adirondack Park. The
sample was further refined using theoretical samgpla practice by which, “the researcher
begins with an initial sample chosen for its obgioelevance to the research problem”
(Merriam, p. 80). The resulting data lead the aed®er to subsequent decisions regarding the
research. The quality of being a system leadaniAdirondack school district has obvious

relevance to the purpose of the study. Refineroktite sample was accomplished by further
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identifying Adirondack districts that had high sohprograms, as well as those that would be
considered small and rural. A more detailed exgtian follows.

Sixty-one school districts were identified as lgeiocated wholly or in part within the
Adirondack Park of New York State. Of these dessiit was found that 53 offered
programming through grade 12, or at the high sclea@l. Superintendents of each of these 53
districts were invited to participate in the stud$; of the 53 responded favorably. Seven of the
11 ultimately participated. While interviews wesgheduled and conducted, the researcher
reviewed the most current data available to confulmether or not participating districts were
considered small and rural using the criteriazgii by the United States Department of
Education (USDOE).

According to the USDOEsmall rural schoolsre those eligible to participate in the
Small Rural Schools Achievement (SRSA) Program (B®S2010). In order to be eligible to
participate in this grant program, schools musttrbeéh the criteria of having a total average
daily attendance at all schools served by the IEshdational Agency (LEA) of less than 600
and being designated by school local codes 7 grtBdoU.S. Census Department. These school
codes result from the manner in which the distsatlentified by the U.S. Census Department,
with a local code o7 indicating a district that is outside a MetropatitStatistical Area (MSA)
with a population of fewer than 2,500, and a laxale of8 indicating a district that is inside a
MSA with a population less than 2,500 (NYSED, 2010)

Of the 53 districts initially considered for parfiation in the study, 22 met this definition
of small and rural. Of the 11 positive responde¢atshe initial invitation to participate, seven
met the criteria of this definition. Thus severtleg 22 small rural districts located wholly or in

part within the Adirondack Park make up the sanoplinis research study. The district leaders
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in three of the four districts that agreed to pgvate but did not meet the criteria had already
been interviewed; their interviews were transcribatinot considered further. A scheduled
interview in the fourth district that agreed to gapate but that did not meet the criteria was
cancelled.

Data Collection Procedures and Instrumentation

An invitation to participate in the study was exded to the 53 superintendents of school
districts located wholly or in part within the Adimdack Park. Invitations were sent via U.S.
mail (see Appendix A). Of the 53 invited, 11 indivals responded favorably by the date
designated in the original correspondence. Therguendents of these districts constituted the
volunteer sample of the study. Upon receipt o$éhgositive responses, the researcher
developed an interview schedule that facilitate@enson interviews in the home district of the
participants, taking into consideration the geobr@parea and required travel time between each
of the sites, while at the same time being attentiivthe availability and time constraints of the
participants. Ultimately, the interviews were caotkd over a two-week period in April 2010.
The interviews ranged in duration from 28 minutesver an hour.

In advance of the scheduled interviews, the rebearcompleted a demographic data
sheet for each district, to the fullest extent gmesy using publicly available information (see
Appendix B). The intent of this document was tthga cursory data, including demographic
information, structure of district facilities, afuhding available to each rural school. Also, prio
to the scheduled interviews, subjects were provdiga a written copy of the questions, or the
script that would guide the interviews. A writteopy of the interview questions was distributed
to participants via email (see Appendix C). Theyof the email to which the script was

attached contained a request for participantsrimdh certain documents including:
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=  Publications indicating course descriptions or seuwfferings at the high school.
=  Publications citing the historical success of buggssage.
=  Documentation of funding sources, including avdéajrant funding.
It was suggested that these documents either béostre researcher via U.S. mail or be
furnished when the interview was conducted.

In advance of distributing the interview scriptglaconducting the interviews, a pilot
interview was conducted. The subject of the piltdrview was a retired superintendent who
had substantial experiences as a superintendeatious small rural Adirondack districts. One
of the purposes of the pilot was to provide theeanovice researcher with the opportunity to
gain familiarity with the questions and the intemwiprocess, thus making her more qualified to
conduct future interviews. Additionally, the piegrved as a means of determining the clarity of
the questions from the perspective of the individheang interviewed. Finally, the pilot served
as a venue in which to determine the adequacyeofetording device that would be utilized
throughout the study. On each of these countgitbeproved beneficial. The researcher
developed a comfort level with the process andgmore, as well as with the interview script
itself. It was determined that there were, in s@ases, terminology in the script that was either
confusing or unclear for both the interviewee aggkarcher. These particular questions were
revised to improve clarity. The researcher was &bbecome more familiar with the recording
device utilized, and, as a result of the pilotuatihents were made regarding the location of the
device at subsequent interviews. Finally, thetpiterview gave the researcher a better sense of
the duration of the interviews, which aided in tlevelopment of the interview schedule.

Each interview occurred in person at the respedifiice of the participating

superintendent. First, the researcher providedalh@ving brief scripted introduction:
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Thank you for agreeing to participate in my reskeatcdy. The following questions are
meant to help me to investigate the impact of wari@ctors that might influence
academic opportunities and course offerings in braedl school districts, particularly at
the secondary level. Given that the nature of @sgarch is qualitative, | would ask that
you provide as much supporting detail as you ale ialresponse to the questions. The
first three questions are intended to provide souamsory information, while the

remaining questions will be specific to the factioesng researched.

The interview then commenced utilizing the aforetiwered interview script (see Appendix C)

as the guide for the questioning. The manner iichvthe interview progressed and the direction
of subsequent questioning was determined in laagelyy the responses of the subjects; thus,
though the initial script was relatively structurdae interviews themselves were semi-
structured. Toward the conclusion of each of thierview sessions, the earlier referenced, and
partially completed, demographic data sheets (gg®Adix B) were shared with the subject, at
which time they were asked to confirm the accui@aye data completed by researcher, correct
any inaccuracies, and provide any missing inforomatiAgain, though the document was
structured, the verification and collection of infation was semi-structured based on the prior
completion and accuracy of the information.

Each of the interviews was conducted utilizinggitdl recording device, with one
exception. Upon arrival at the second interviel®, ghe recording device was not operating
properly. In this particular situation, the resdemr recorded responses in writing to each of the
guestions asked. Handwritten notes were transtubebatim. To decrease the likelihood of
such occurrences during the remaining intervievegcandary back-up recording device was

utilized, and subsequent interviews were recordiiding two devices.
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The digitally recorded interviews and, in the @ase, the hand written responses were
transcribed verbatim by the researcher into a poodessed document. Merriam (2009) states,
“Ideally, verbatim transcription of recorded intexws provides the best data base for analysis”
(p- 110). She goes on to further extol the interfamiliarity with the data afforded the
researcher that results from self-transcription.efisure accuracy of transcription, copies of the
transcribed interviews were then sent to theireesipe participants for review prior to analysis.
Each participant was asked to confirm the accuocdtlye information — their responses — in the
transcribed document and/or to suggest revisioasdan their recollection of the interview.
This practice of insuring credibility, in essenbe walidity and reliability of the data collectes,
known as member checking. Participants reportéglmmmimal and trivial inaccuracies in the
transcriptions and minor adjustments were made, $signifying a high level of reliability.

Data Analysis

The data set in this particular study included ptated demographic data sheets for each
of the districts represented, digital recordingd amitten transcriptions of the interviews with
superintendents, and any requested documents ¢énatpsovided by each of the participants.
The primary analysis focused on the transcribeshwews, and the other pieces of the data set
served to confirm information shared during theiiew process.

A rigorous method for analyzing the data waszgdi. Using the semi-structured
interview script as the basis, the responses df padicipant, question by question, were
compiled into a master document. As the responwses compiled, they were read and re-read
to glean consistencies and disparities regardioly gaestion. Emergent themes and findings

relative to each question were compiled.
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Since the interview script and questions weregmateed by research question, responses
addressing each research question were also camypitier separate headings. These compiled
responses relative to each research question Wsereead and re-read, resulting in a
comprehensive summary of emergent themes pertaiaiegch research question, which was
compiled and added to the master document.

The summaries of emergent themes and findingswelt each research question were
then reviewed and compared to one another in dodéetermine responses that might be
pertinent across the various factors being studiegtly, overarching themes and emergent
findings relative to the purpose of the study waalded as the final piece of the master
document. The researcher developed these vanmousaries by utilizing participants’
responses to individual interview questions, coratliresponses relative to particular research
guestions, and the themes and findings that emergeds research questions.

Reliability and Validity

Merriam (2009) suggests that using reliability aatldity, as commonly known, is not
feasible given the nature of qualitative reseaicistead she suggests using trustworthiness and
rigor to determine that data were collected inthical manner. The rigor in methodology in
this study supports a high level of trustworthine8spiloted and relatively structured interview
script was utilized, and responses were recordduhtien digitally (with one exception where
equipment failure required hand recording). Selfiscription was completed by the researcher.
Merriam (2009) states, “ Ideally, verbatim tranption of recorded interviews provides the best
database for analysis” (p. 110). She goes onnteod that self-transcription provides the
researcher intimate familiarity with the data. Thsearcher shared transcribed interviews with

participants, thus giving them the opportunityeeiew and verify the transcripts and to confirm
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that what was reported was an accurate reflectiovhat they had shared; in essence providing
for member checking. Data provided during theringavs was verified or crosschecked against
documentation requested of and provided by theestdyjessentially serving as a means to
triangulate the data.

Rich, thick descriptions were used conceptuallggscribe the manner in which both the
data were collected and the findings were reportednany cases, the exact words of
respondents were used, and, when possible, desnspif their demeanor or obviously intended

meaning conveyed through body language were prdvide
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Chapter 4: Findings

This research study was conducted utilizing ecstined to semi-structured interview
format, with interview questions developed to ahgined with each of the research questions.
A document review was used as a means to suppbtariirm the information provided.
These findings are structured in much the same asthey are compartmentalized, to a great
extent, into sections representing each of the flactors being studied: culture, geography and
isolation, finances, and capacity, and alignedatliyavith their respective research questions.
As not all the information reported fit neatly iraae of these four, there were occasions when
responses were repeated, as they pertained tothar@ne of the factors being studied. The
reporting of these findings is all encompassingtuding the data provided by all respondents to
insure horizontalization (Merriam, 2009, p. 26}lwait equal weight is given to all the data.

Following the findings relative to each of theganial four research questions, findings
are reported in response to the closing questidheo$tudy. This final question encompassed
the overall purpose of the study and asked dideaders: “What are the primary factors that
influence you as you consider academic opportunétehe high school level, particularly the
addition or elimination of courses?”

Prior to addressing the research questions thgasel summary of some of the basic
information about each of the participating schaistricts is provided. Each participating
district, by design, was a small rural school @siocated wholly or in part within the
Adirondack Park. The summaries that follow provedeore detailed look at the demographics
of each of these participating districts, as wsltlee longevity and previous experience of each
of the participating system leaders. Finally, éxestence of policies and/or procedures in place

within the district in regard to academic offeringseported.
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Findings relative to each particular research goesire presented as follows: a table or
tables indicating the cursory findings relativeech of the scripted interview questions along
with a detailed narrative explanation utilizing fp@pants’ responses.

When reporting results, particularly when provgloiirect quotes of respondents,
measures were taken to ensure confidentiality.dAlé were reported in a gender neutral manner
and, in cases where quoted responses might reyeatiaipant’s geographic location or district,
bracketed text was used to ensure confidentialibjle also maintaining the integrity of
participant’s responses.

Demographic Data

Table 1 provides demographic data relative to @h¢he participating districts. Student
enrollment ranged from less than 200 to 600. thed the participating districts, there were
fewer than 50 teachers. The number of adminisgatoeach participating districts ranged from
one to four. The most recent approved budgetdiguas rounded to the nearest million to
protect the identity of the district and respondamd ranged from $5 million to $11 million.

Table 2 provides information relative to the lonigggand experience of the district
leaders interviewed. Participants had servedeir tturrent leadership role for seven years or
less. Three of the seven were previously empldyettheir current district in another capacity,
and five of the seven had previous administratkf@eeence in another district within the

Adirondack Park.
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Table 1

Demographic Data: District Enrollment, Staffing aBwadget Information

District ID# Enrollment Teachers Administrators Bed
1 <200 <25 4 $6 million
2 200 - 400 25-50 4 $9 million
3 < 200 25-50 1 $5 million
4 200 - 400 25-50 2 $6 million
5 200 - 400 25-50 2 $8 million
6 200 - 400 25-50 1 $8 million
7 400 - 600 > 50 3 $11 million

*Rounded to the nearest million.

Table 2

Demographic Data: Participant Longevity and Experes

Previous administrative

Years as a Previously employed by experience in another
District ID# superintendent current district Adirondack district
1 5-7 No Yes
2 <7 Yes Yes
3 <7 No Yes
4 5-7 Yes No
5 5-7 No Yes
6 5-7 No Yes
7 <5 Yes No
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Policies and Procedures

Participants were asked to share any policiesargatures for considering academic
opportunities at the high school level, particyldie addition or deletion of courses that were
currently in place in each of their districts. T&aB reports a summary of the existence and
utilization of policies and/or procedures in pléeeadding or deleting academic opportunities.
Only two of the seven respondents reported exigtolgies, and only one reported utilization of
said policies. All seven reported utilization ebpedures or past practice. Actual responses or
iterations of such responses follow the table.
Table 3

Policies and/or Procedures for Course Implementatio’/Reduction

Yes No N/A
Existence of policies 2 5 0
Utilization of policies 1 0 6
Utilization of procedures and/or past practices 7 0 0

District #1 (D1). The participant from District #1 responded:

There is no set policy, but we do an annual reviewve look at the courses we offered

last year ... we do it on interest, and with oupplation declining, it becomes more

critical to let students pick courses that they mterested in. (D1)

District #2 (D2). “There are some policies in place, | was reviggvihem this morning,
but we really do not follow them” (D2)The respondent went on to discuss various scimedul
options that have been tried or considered, anthipact scheduling can have on offerings.
Offerings resulting from conscious decisions ongh#g of the board of education (BoE) were
also alluded to, including AP courses and a mandaective in personal financePfincipals
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meet with faculty in spring to discuss electiveterested teachers develop proposals,
administration then checks student interest .. cthases offered from one year to the next are a
moving target” (D2).When discussing deletion of courses, it was coaddlat it is primarily
numbers driven.

District #3 (D3). No real board of education policies were reportiédvas suggested
that past practice for determining offerings beyuriit is mandated was shaped by district
initiatives and a comprehensive district plan tied been in place for six year§.he plan calls
for us to look at advanced sciences, and for usatee acceleration in math and science, and to
offer college level and AP courses to the fullest®t possible” (D3).

District #4 (D4). The respondent spoke of the district’s desireafostudents to go to
college and the district’s work with an organizatalled College for Every Student (CFES) in
this regard. The respondent also mentioned thentevailability of college courses resulting
from affiliations with local colleges.

What we have tried to do as part of our proceduiethat we make sure that all of our

students in 9-12 take a full load ... putting them good position for college. We also

require 22.5 credits ... most of our students graduwath 25-30.” (D4)
In response to a different question, the responsi@oite of an annual curriculum fair designed to
gauge student interest in particular electivesctvimelps to shape offerings.

When referencing credits, the respondent wasialiui graduation requirements
dictated by the New York State Education Departn(dMSED). According to Part 100.5 of
the regulations of the Commissioner of EducatioNelv York State, students are required to
have earned 22 units of credit in designated @meesceive a high school diploma. This recently

increased from 18.5 units.
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District #5 (D5). The respondent statédyery simple policy that the administration
will recommend adding or deleting courses that thién be considered by the board of
education for approval” (D5).The respondent went on to describe a varied nuotheays that
such courses come to fruition, including staff ahelent interest, and, in some cases, evolving
as the result of teacher lead clubs.
District #6 (D6). The participant from District 6 responded:
We don’t have any board of education policies @gr, svhat we traditionally have done,
or will do is discuss any of those options withoard of education and have the
dialogue with the board and make whatever changeslmstments which need to occur,
most of which revolve around enroliment. (D6)
District #7 (D7). The participant from District #7 responded:
I'd say there has been a policy review going orr ¢tie past few years. There is no real
policy in place; it is left to the discretion ofethivorking relationship between the high
school principal and staff in consultation with m&t times, board presentations might
be made to the board of the direction the high sti®mheading. No real policy, but
procedure has included conversations between ligba principal and staff about
needs of the students, and planning around that,gatting some ideas written down on
paper... Often times if a teacher wants to propseurse, we have it written up and get
it to students to see if there is an interest, éso we will try to incorporate it into the
schedule. That said, the opportunities for addirigt of things are pretty limited
because we are a small school, and existing stadffimarily committed to core courses

needed for graduation requirements, so there isarlot of wiggle room. (D7)
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Summary. The following summarizes the responses in retzatde existence of
policies and procedures in place relative to cooffeings at the high school level.

Not one of the participants could clearly identiffpoard of education approved policy being
utilized for the purpose of adding or deleting sms at the high school level. One
superintendent did report that, though there wasxasting policy, it was not consistent with
current practice in this regard.

Respondents eluded more to procedures, as oppmpetidies, that shape course offerings
available at the high school. Policies would tgfllic be board of education approved and
mandated; the procedures described were reallyppastices of how course offerings had been
determined, offering more discretion in decisiorkmg than would policies.

In all but District #3, some manner of annual rewvigas conducted, with course offerings
most impacted by student interest and enrollménDistrict #3, decisions are driven by district
goals and an existing district plan.

Research Question #1
Is there a relationship between a school districtdture, and a system leader’s decisions about
academic offerings?

Table 4 reports the impact of culture, or commuhgld values, on a district leader's
decisions regarding academic offerings. All sewkthe respondents reported expectations on
the part of the board of education and communitike to academic opportunities. None of
the respondents reported that courses had beed addeleted as the result of community
insistence. All seven reported that communityuefice did impact their decisions regarding

academic offerings.
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Table 4

Culture and System Leader’s Decisions About AcademiOfferings

Yes No
Expectations of Board of Education/community 7 0
Addition of courses due to insistence 0 7
Deletion of courses due to insistence 0 7
Community influence on district leaders 7 0

Academic expectations of board of education and camunity members. Participants
were asked about expectations on the part of thedbaf education and community members
relative to the academic offerings at the high sth@®@verwhelmingly the responses suggested
that there were indeed expectations from thesegteops. Actual responses or iterations of
such responses follow:

District #1 (D1). “Beyond what is mandated there is always an inteireproviding
above and beyond that if we can” (D1Jhe respondent went on to describe the disparity
socio-economic status among district residentgyingnfrom“poor to wealthy” (D1). Also
discussed was the recently heightened desire acmngunity members to provide college
level, credit-bearing courses as part of the hatosl program. This is something they have
been able to accomplish through their affiliatiohwocal colleges as well as through Distance
Learning opportunities. It was suggested thisrddsad increased more so in the last few years
due to the economy.

District #2 (D2). “Yes, they [the board of education] would like Bescourses offered
for higher achieving students, that is why theypsupAP [Advanced Placement] courses” (D2).

Further discussed were opportunities to providéadrgdevel courses through the local BOCES as
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well. In response to a different question, th@oeslent spoke of the positive influence on the
district resulting from the number of collegeshe immediate area.

District #3 (D3). This respondent provided the most emphatic resptmthis question,
and responded in a very animated mant@h: Yeah!” (D3) The extended response indicated
that this expectation resulted from the numbeaatifies who have had, and continue to have,
the means to provide their children with a privedieication should they chose to do so, including
opportunities that would require students livingggvfrom home. One of the first charges
received by this superintendent upon joining ttegritit was in the form of a directive from the
board:“Improve the program to the point that those pasewho could choose to send their
children elsewhere would not” (D3)The leader developed a district plan that adecedss
challenge in a systematic manner, being sure teeaddacility and staffing issues that might
impact this possibility. The same respondent reglban expectation on the part of community
members that district programs support long tersitp@ outcomes:The community really
wants to know where are our kids going — big naam®als, and are they completing?” (D3)

District #4 (D4). “The board is very much in favor of a rigorous pram, and support
100% offering college level courses” (D4IL was suggested that the community, and parents
particular, were equally supportiviéany parents did not have the opportunity to gatilege,
and they want better for their children” (D4Further suggested was the possibility of enhanced
support as a result of the financial relief for fi@s, since students could accumulate college
credits for a nominal fee. Also noted was a distuide expectation that, upon graduation, all
students will go on to some type of post-seconé@dncation. The respondent spoke about a
young man that was slated to graduate in the cuyesar who aspired to a job in welding.

School personnel worked with the student and msljeto find an educational training program
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in the field and facilitated a visit for the studamd his family. It is anticipated that he will
participate in the program after graduation.

District #5 (D5). This district leader stated a board gttl,improve the opportunities
for students and try to expand course offerings3)DIt was suggested that prior offerings may
have been impacted by board policy and that thoBeigs had been reviewed and revised to
support this goal.

District #6 (D6). This respondent said the following of the boardducation:

Their entire mission is to provide a quality edueatfor our students — for our students

and the school district to have excellence ... thagt to make sure everything we do is of

quality, they are very committed to it — they hhigh expectations of our students and
staff. (D6)

District #7 (D7). This leader also spoke of the ability of studeatse dually enrolled in
high school courses that could earn them collegdicthrough an affiliation with local colleges
and stated that this opportunity has become ancéfpen. Conversely, this participant also
discussed the expectation that more traditionataljure and technology courses be available
due to the high degree of agricultural industrlf ptevalent in the district;We still have what
old timers think of as shop, including welding amabd working and other agricultural
courses” (D7).

Summary. What was evident in the responses of particip@rttsat expectations do exist
among board of education members and community reesnblative to course offerings at the
high school level. There is an expectation of mogs programming above and beyond what is
state mandated. Included in these expectationgpgrertunities for students to have advanced

offerings and, in most cases, opportunities to sse@d obtain college credit for college level
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courses. Cited on more than one occasion wastiseghat this not only affords students
opportunities unavailable to their parents, bdoies so in a manner which is financially
beneficial to the families, many of whom are natreamically advantaged.

Additionally, there existed an expectation thatréits recognize unique needs within the
community and that they must continue to providparfunities that address those needs.
Particularly cited among respondents was the coatimeed for traditional agricultural and
technology courses.

Though one respondent suggested that expectatieresomly for‘higher achieving
students,” (D2the overall reality was contrary to this. In ather cases, it was clear that if
expectations and subsequent opportunities were makable, they should be heightened and
afforded to all students.

It is pertinent to the findings in this regard isaliss the unique nature of District #3.
The expectations cited by this district leader Wbeled those given by respondents from other
districts, including rigor, increased opportunitiaad success beyond high school. Itis
imperative to discuss the influence described efgtoperty owners/tax payers in this district, as
not all of these property owners are able to voteahool budgets since many of the homes
located in the district are not the primary resmenThese are affluent individuals who own, in
some cases, multiple dwellings. It was suggestatithese individuals have even higher
expectations, given the property tax money theyrdmrte, yet have a limited voicéYet if we
can show the impact of our program, glorify it,yree very accepting of what they have to pay
in the long run” (D3).

Cultural influences and decisions relative to addig or deleting courses.Discussion

then occurred with participants relative to coutdas had been considered, adopted, or deleted
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as a result of board or community insistence.efyard to courses being added or considered,
respondents reported that, though such decisionhaag been influenced by input from board
of education and community members, in no casesultt a change result from insistence or
pressure from these groups. Several of these&ourare the same as those that were cited as
expectations in the earlier section, including Aased Placement (AP) courses, credit bearing
college courses, and agricultural and technicaisesu

Two district leaders did cite particular courdest twere dictated by existing board of
education policies; one was a course in personahfie, and the other was a parenting course.
The respondents did not perceive this as insisteAdhird district leader reported numerous
course additions that resulted from a review of suiosequent revision to board of education
policy relative to course requirements. In sevdistricts, it was suggested that course
consideration, in terms of adding or deleting, waaet of an ongoing dialogue with board of
education members and administrators, with commumémbers provided opportunity for
input.

Not one of the participants could identify a sitoa where a course was eliminated or
considered for elimination due to community or labaf education insistence. Multiple other
reasons were cited; among them were funding, stafénroliment and student interest. The
superintendent in District #2 did speak to paraclomponents of curriculum being opposed by
community members and of the district’'s procedbed tvas in place to hear such concerns and
respond to them.

The respondent from District #3 spoke to a paldicsituation in the district worth
mentioning, though not necessarily in regard tdlsghool offerings. During a routine budget

meeting about reduction of non-mandated coursespoaents of the districts long-standing K-
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12 Spanish program were discussed. At the follgwioard of education meeting, a significant
number of parents were in attendance. They wdnreedag a strong messagéyou will not cut
Spanish K-6...” (D3)According to this district leader‘really leaving us no choice” (D3).

These findings then suggest that, though additrafetetion of courses may be
influenced by or in concert with members of the ommity and boards of education, in none of
these cases have additions or deletions at thesigbol level resulted from board of education
or community insistence. One might observe thigtilas not the case in the two districts that
have courses mandated by board of education pdlamygver, without being fully aware of the
genesis of said policies, such an assertion cdrenatade.

Culture of the community and decisions regarding aademic opportunities. The
culminating question relative to culture, which wias basis of the first research question, asked
participants if indeed the culture of a communitffuenced their decision relative to academic
offerings at the high school level. Participargse®d that decisions made about the
opportunities offered to students at the high stlee| were and should be influenced by the
culture of the community. Evident in the views egsed by a number of the respondents was
the obligation on their part to provide offeringsit responded to what students and the
community wanted and needed, while simultaneouslyiging them offerings which provide
them experiences beyond their current reality. r&lweas a keen awareness on the part of these
leaders about the need to be responsive to the oaities they serve and their unique needs.
Responses supporting this assertion follow:

District #1 (D1). “I want to make sure we have course offerings #ratinteresting to
all of our kids, and not just basic courses eithé/e get interest in high end and college courses,

and that does influence what we do” (D1).
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District #6 (D6).

| think you have to keep the culture in mind, tryise above where it is and take it to the

next level ... some our students and community menshy that this is a pretty good life

here, and that’s alright as long as they realizerthis more out there and this is what
you choose. (D6)
Among this leader’s goals was to provide studeptsodunities that will provide them the
knowledge and information they need to make infarmigoices;to decide if they want to live
in rural upstate New York, or anywhere else invloeld” (D6).

Concurrent to providing students opportunitiesstpand their horizons, leaders
expressed the need to be cognizant of the percereds of the local communities:

District #5 (D5). “The reason for the agricultural offerings is that have a lot of
people in the community involved in farming ...sbathern half of our district is agricultural”
(D5).

Respondents reported a willingness to be opendggestions from community members:

District #2 (D2). “We will try to accommodate people, if a requesniade, we
investigate it” (D2).

District #4 (D4). “We always listen to things people have an intereahd look at the
feasibility ... staff, parents or students sayimhpat if ?” (D4). The respondent went on to cite
several courses that evolved from such situations.

Not necessarily in agreement with some aspeatsrmmunity influence the following
was reported:

District #3 (D3). The respondent reported, shortly after arrivimghie district,

guestioning the financial feasibility of offeringcaurse for one or two students. Despite the
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financial implications, the community expectatioasamade clear; if it were a course a student

wanted or needed, it would be provided regardlésnmliment. “The community did not care.”

This sentiment emerges as a consistent one, arherdjdtricts in the study. Across each

of these districts it became evident that oppotiesidesired by students, even a single student,

influence decisions regarding academic opportugitlespite the financial repercussions.

Research question #1 summaryThe data collected relative to research question #1

suggest the following:

1.

There were expectations on the part of board of&thhn and community members
relative to course offerings at the high schookleand such offerings need to be
rigorous and exceed what is state mandated.

Offerings should provide students with the oppatiuto access higher-level
opportunities, including Advanced Placement antegel credit bearing courses.
Course offerings should align with unique aspetth® communities that the
districts serve, with attention being given to libeal economy and the skills
necessary to perpetuate it.

Communities and Boards of education can influeressibns relative to course
offerings, but in no case did courses result frogsistence on the part of either of
these groups, though two districts did have boaf@siucation mandated electives
required for graduation.

Respondents agreed that decisions made about caftesags were influenced by
the culture of the community, and further agreed this should be the case.

At times, decisions were influenced by the leadextognition that members of the

community, students in particular, needed to batgdhopportunities that would
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provide them experiences beyond their currenttsgand that, when such
opportunities have been provided, they have bedwraamad by and beneficial to the
school community.
These findings suggest that there is a strongipestlationship between a school district’s
culture and a system leader’s decisions about avad#ferings.
Research Question #2
Is there a relationship between a school distriggographic location and isolation and a
system leader’s decisions about academic offerings?

There were four prescribed interview questions tloatesponded to this research
guestion, the first of these offered participahts dpportunity to describe their geographic
location and whether they considered their digtriotbe geographically isolated.

Table 5 reports district leaders' perceptions eirtheographic location and isolation and
subsequent impact on academic opportunities. Sixeoseven perceived their districts as
isolated. Six of seven also indicated coursesbiesth added as a result of isolation. Only two of
seven reported deleting courses due to isolattdhseven reported that location does influence
decisions relative to academic offerings.

Table 5

Geographic Location & Isolation and System Leader'©ecisions About Academic
Offerings

Yes No
Considered isolated 6 1
Addition of courses due to geography/isolation 6 1
Deletion of courses due to geography/isolation 2 5
Geography/lsolation influence on district leaders 7 0
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Geographic location and perception of isolation.Evident in the responses of many of
the participants was the pride they had in themrwnities, in part due to the geographic
location, not only in how they responded verbablyt their demeanor, animation and body
language when they discussed their communitieshallenge in reporting the responses with
accuracy in the detail provided by the respondesmats doing so while maintaining
confidentiality, given the landmarks included irsdeptions. Omission of certain details
replaced by bracketed text was used in certaimgistances in response to this challenge.

As necessitated by the purpose of the study andhthod used for selection of the
sample, each of the seven participating distrigtste wholly or in part within the Adirondack
Park in New York State and is considered smallranal as defined by the United States
Department of Education. Though located in varipards of the Adirondack Park, there were
similarities in the responses, given the uniquenésise landscape of this region of the country.
The descriptions provided by respondents follow:

District #1 (D1). The participant described the district as beaugted in the northern
portion of the park, and in the least populatedhtpeast of the Mississippi River. The
community has no traffic light, no drug store, amkte two years ago no suitable grocery store.
Until three years ago there was no funeral hontearcounty:"We are definitely geographically
isolated up here” (D1).

District #3 (D3). The participant described the district as beaugated in the High Peaks
Region of the park, but in a valleyy6u go up hill in all directions to get down to tedley”

(D3). Provided was a description of the limited numHddrusinesses in towrismall what you

need to survive here kind of businesses” (DR)rther indicated was that the school district and
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the town government were the two largest emplay¢iné community, and that a number of the
district’s teachers are married to employees otdlen highway department.

The respondent contended that they are indeeda@ugally isolated, and, though that
might be a detriment relative to certain thinge ldell phone coverage, that it has its advantages
as well. “We really are in a little cocoon from a lot of tlgs. A lot of bad stuff doesn’t come
here — that's OK, keep it out” (D3).

District #4 (D4). The respondent alluded to the fact that theididiorders one of the
many lakes of the region as well as other geogcagiitiibutes of the ared'Our terrain is very
hilly, we have a tremendous amount of what peoperal here call upback, back roads, gravel
roads where a number of our students live” (DB®escribed were the cold winters and
significant lake effect snow. The respondent dbsdrthe area as beautiful, but also spoke
about the disparity in housing, alluding to sdfineautiful homes” (D4)and homes of students
“without running water” (D4).

“We are absolutely geographically isolated” (D4T.he justification of this statement
being that, to experience any real shopping oppdrés, community members must travel an
hour in one of three directions to have accessitohase items necessary to meet daily needs.

District #5 (D5). The participant described the location as bamthé western part of
one of the counties located partially in the padscribing it asthe foothills of the park,” (D5)
further describing the district as very rural, lmyvno large population or community center.

“We are most definitely isolated . . . we existdaese [a major route] goes through our
district, and small populations have built up ormds that connect to it” (D5)It was explained

that a number of residents work outside the comtyiuhaving to travel significant distances to
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do so. It was reported that 99% of the studergsransported by bus, becaudbere are no
sidewalks — no safe way to walk to school” (D5).

District #6 (D6). “We are in rural upstate New York, almost as ruaslyou can get, and
| believe we are isolated” (D6)This contention was supported by talk about béngted 25
miles from the county seat and the same distaoce ¥hat was calletthe nearest hub” (D6),
of which there were two. It was apparent througthier discussion that the tehmbreferred to
a larger population center where commerce was prenalent. Subsequently, many of the
residents travel to these hubs to work and shdye |dtter of which was referred to &s,
designated weekend task” (D6lrurther discussed was the separation from thermaj
thoroughfares that cut through the park by moustaimaking travel difficult.

As a result of their isolation many of the teacharere at the secondary level, live
outside of the district. The advantage cited ts Was that/carpools do provide an opportunity
for professional development” (D6).

District #7 (D7). This participant described the district as fokot#in the northernmost
part of New York State on the eastern side . eafpnthe Canadian border” (D7).Also
provided was a detailed description of their pragmo some of what might be considered the
more recognized and larger cities situated in #Hr& pnd their location between the Champlain
and St. Lawrence Valleys.

The respondent claimed it was more difficult tall@s$s the portion of the question in
regard to geographic isolation, eventually stattigmany ways we are, there is really no good
way to get here,” (D7and chuckled when statinty,ou can’t get there from here” (D7)Also
indicated were the difficulties in traveling thersn. “The northern part of New York State has

been crying for a long time for some better highstigip7). Thus, causing difficulty in traveling
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between the hubs (to use the term of another relgoahin the region, statinglhis limits
commerce and the economy in general” (D7).

This participant also alluded to the infrastruetimplications that result from the
geographic isolatiorfinternet and cable television is still a luxuryrfmmany of our homes. Cell
service has improved, but is still spotty; constiut of cell towers is impacted by the
regulations in the park” (D7).

“Yeah we are pretty rural, and at first glance, fiyeisolated” (D7). Reflecting again on
the difficulty of the question, the respondent s2gjgd there are things relatively close by that
perhaps they do not take full advantage of — fangxe their proximity to what were called
“top notch colleges” (D7) the Olympic Training Center in Lake Placid, armh@da.“So in
some respects there are some opportunities wethavether rural high needs districts do not
have” (D7).

Summary. The last part of District #7’s response echoadesof the sentiment of the
respondent from District #2, which could be vieveetthe dissenting opinion. Though similar in
terrain and proximity to amenities as the othetridis, in response to the questi@o you
consider yourself geographically isolatgtie simple response wédsp” (D2). When prompted
for an explanation, cited were the four colleged there inf‘close proximity” (D2). The
respondent actually reported the distance andtéreto each of these campuses, some of them
being the same as tha%ep notch colleges” (D7)ited by another respondent.

The responses of participants when they were askdescribe the geographic location
of their districts painted a picture with wordstloé landscape that epitomizes the Adirondack
Park. With one exception, these leaders viewenhskeéses as isolated as a result of their

geographic location.
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Themes emerged among the responses. Reportetiatgsdximity to large cities or
hubsrequired residents to travel long distances todkvemid shop. The unique landscape was
viewed in some ways as problematic; indicated wiiswlty in traveling throughout the region
as a result of terrain, geographic barriers, lichit@gadways and weather.

According to respondents, limited commerce and ecoa opportunities resulted from
their location and isolation. Also cited was liedtinfrastructure, particularly access to cell
coverage and Internet for community members.

The single dissenting participant suggested that groximity to certain colleges kept
the district from being geographically isolated.

Geographic influences and decisions relative to aduty or deleting courses.
Participants were asked to share their perspeatifvlge impact of geographic location and
isolation on the addition or deletion of coursé&sie findings suggest that geographic location
and/or isolation had impacted course offerings.

Certain courses could be made available to studensresult of the opportunities
created by the environment of the region. Citedewidirondack Biology and other
environmental courses that utilized the geografdatures unique to the area as part of
instruction; one of the respondents spoke to tladatility of living labs. Respondents spoke to
the impact of the geography on components of tlysipal education programs and the inclusion
of instruction in areas such as: hiking, fishingyss country skiing and bike safety.

Leaders in the two districts that reportedly oftengore traditional agricultural and
technical courses suggested that, though not dineated to geographic location, these courses
were in place as a result of the economic oppdrasiavailable to and prevalent among

community members as a result of the geographmil&iy, the respondent in District #3
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reported a unique offering that resulted from tiefation. The district’s planning documents
indicated a determination to attract people andnegses and to encourage graduates to remain
or return. This has proved to be challenging dudé economic and job opportunities in the
region. In response they have developed and ingalead a sequence in entrepreneurial studies,
“to empower students — to give them the meansdatertheir own livelihood” (D3).

In several cases, geography and location were agdte reason that college course
offerings, AP offerings, and Distance Learning ceuofferings have come to fruition. All but
one of the districts offered one or more of thgstoms. The respondent from the lone district
stated,’l see online or distance learning possibilitiestime future, or offering credit bearing
college courses here; because our isolation, tasiblity of sending kids to these opportunities
is limited” (D6). This echoed the sentiments of another respondentteammentedif we do
not bring these opportunities to kids, they mayatberwise be able to access them” (DDHne
respondent cited course offerings provided thrdBGICES to high school students are shaped
by location. In particular the New Visions progmm medicine and government, which exist as
a result of proximity to a medical center and tharty seat.

When asked if geographic location or isolation heslilted in courses being deleted or
considered for deletion, none of the respondenikiante examples of courses that had been
deleted or considered for deletion due solely tmggaphic location or isolation. There were
course deletions attributed to size, enrolimend, staffing limitations. It was suggested that this
might be due in part to location and isolation, ebhis discussed in more detail later in this
chapter. Some reported that BOCES opportunitigs baen reduced because of the travel time

to the facilities, which result from location aregrain.
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The culminating question to the portion of the imiew dedicated to the impact of
location and isolation asked subjec¢f3oes the geographic location impact your decisions
relative to course offerings?’All but one of the respondents answered in thenative, though
not necessarily for the same reasons. Severabsgtmbut student interest and making course
decisions that would enable students to be suadessiuld they choose to stay in their
communities beyond high school and college. Othbusled to the need to provide students
with college opportunities to spark their intengsthat pursuit.

Prevalent in the responses was the inability tasfpart students to opportunities, be they
BOCES or college opportunities, as a result of pnity and travel time; thus, the decisions
were made to offer opportunities on campus. Coersisvith this was the perception among
respondents of the diminished feasibility of shgustaff.

The one superintendent who suggested that locditbnot impact decisions on course
offerings reported it was more influenced by ins¢@nd student numbef®umbers certainly
make a difference, with a small [average graduatitags size]; it is hard to maneuver course
offerings” (D2).

Research question #2 summaryThe data collected relative to research question #2
suggest the following:

1. Geographic location and isolation of districts doesdirectly influence course
offerings, yet repercussions such as size and mitxto other opportunities do
affect offerings.

2. Opportunities for advanced and college level coursek provided on these
campuses have resulted from geographic locatioddal reasons. Given their

location it would not be feasible to transport €is to other locations, and it is
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viewed as a need (expectation) for students to hawess to such opportunities to
heighten their awareness of opportunities beyoad turrent reality as well as to
facilitate future success.

3. Where opportunities have been available to utileelandscape and attributes the
geography affords, this has occurred.

A relationship was discovered between a distrig€sgraphic location and isolation and the
system leader’s decisions relative to academic ippibties. The ability to measure this
relationship is hampered by the compounded inflaerfother factors that may be impacted by
geographic location and isolation including sizepopulation, staffing limitations, and
infrastructure. These factors will be discussenhare detail relative to research question #4.
Research Question #3
Is there a relationship between a school distrietgilable finances and a system leader’s
decisions about academic offerings?

Table 6

Finances and System Leader’s Decisions About Acade&rOfferings

Yes No
Community suggested deletions 2 5
Addition of courses due to finances 2 5
Deletion of courses due to finances 3 4
Finances influence on district leaders 5 2

Table 6 reports the impact of finances on disteatlers’ decisions regarding academic
opportunities. Three of seven reported coursesdkad eliminated for financial reasons. Two

of seven indicated proposed courses had not beldatiie to finances. Two of seven also
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reported that community members had offered suggestor elimination of courses. Of the
seven participants, five reported that financelsi@rfce their decisions regarding academic
opportunities.

New York State specific background information. Often mentioned in responses to
the interview questions related to this researastion were the manner in which education in
New York State is funded and recent cuts in state @hus, the following is offered in the way
of explanation. In the State of New York, schais funded in part by state and federal aid and
in part by monies generated by taxes levied on lmmamunity members. The formula used to
calculate the amount of state aid generated carssedeumber of factors including the wealth of
the district. Of particular consequence to seveféhe districts that participated in the study
was their designated level of wealth accordindh®dalculation method employed by NYSED.
The calculation is based in part on an averaghefalues of the homes in the district, so it can
be significantly impacted by higher valued watentrand/or vacation homes that exist in these
districts. Subsequently, the tax rate of the yeand homeowners, though they may live in
modest or substandard housing, is influenced bypéneeived wealth of the community as a
whole.

Additionally, during the time this research wasigeconducted, the State of New York
imposed reductions on previously allocated schmhlia essence taking away money that had
already been promised.

In response to the various interview questioretirg to finances, respondents discussed
the impact of the manner in which funding is madailable to schools in New York State along
with recent reductions to funding opportunitiesided through state support. Comments

included:
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District #1 (D1).

Resources for the school district come primarifnirthe local community, since

according to the manner the state education depamtroalculates aid, we are wealthy.

We are 85% community funded, with 15% from fecdemdl state aid. This works in our

favor now given the reductions in state aid. lesloot affect us that much; we can make

it up or absorb it. (D1)

District #3 (D3). “We are not state aid dependent, we are consideeadtiy. In the
past | thought this was a curse, now | think it’blassing, because 10% of 10% is not a big deal
— the cuts” (D3).

District #6 (D6). “We are currently 36% state aided, we do not livelalie on it” (D6).
The respondent went on to specify the dollar amotitiie recent cuts and the minimal impact.

Financial impact on course offerings: Addition of ourses. Participants were asked
six prescribed interview questions in this regafitst among them wéglave high school
courses been eliminated for financial reasons afdnehough not explicitly stated in each case,
it was conveyed that, although it has not necdgsascurred yet, it is inevitable given the
current economy and resources available to theseatls. As one of the respondents stated,
“They have not at this point, but they will be etfuture, no question” (D6)In further
explanation of this response, two themes emerg@edinancial implications of staffing and the
manner in which districts are funded.

Examples were provided of staff reductions or eigxreductions in the near future.
Reductions were a direct result of financial sitwad in which districts currently found
themselves. There was a fear conveyed, too, tdemmg qualified staff members that leave.

One respondent suggest8de are reducing staff by three this year, and [aable to maintain
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program, and will be looking at it again in the due if budgets continue and we do not get
additional state aid” (D6).

Driver's Education.One particular course offering issue was raisetbby of the seven
district leaders and mentioned by a fifth in resg®to a different question was Driver Education.
Along with the financial difficulty in providing ik class, respondents conveyed the perceived
importance of it and the detriment to the commuiiityis unable to be offered to students.
Particular responses in this regard follow:

District #1 (D1). The respondent reported that the instructor wirceatly teaches
Driver Education is dually certified to also teaebhnology courses; the combination of the two
making it a full time position. Since this indiudl is nearing retiremeritJnless we can find
someone with similar certification, we will be ufabo continue Driver Education, particularly
given the other additional expenses associated théltourse” (D1).

District #2 (D2). “Driver Education is always dangling out there. date the BoE has
decided to keep it, but it has been consideree@lforination” (D2).

District #6 (D6). “We continue to have Driver Education, which is werful for our
students and community, but it is something wemoape able to continue in the future” (D6).

District #7 (D7). “In next year’s budget we elinaited Driver Education which has been
a summer offering, but it was primarily for finaacreasons . . . when push came to shove, we
really had to eliminate it” (D7).

Distance Learning. One other respondent cited cuts or consideraiivegn to cuts in
Distance Learning opportunities:

District #3 (D3). “It got to where it was $100,000 a year to do ihdgust six kids were

taking a class. We just couldn’t do it” (D3).
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AP Courses.District leaders suggested that reductions wensidered annually during
the budget preparation process. The followingaasp reiterates an earlier emergent finding
that primary consideration was given to studerdrast.

District #2 (D2). “AP courses are considered evgear for financial reasons, but are
really body driven” (D2).

Courses not added for financial reasonsin the same vein, respondents were asked
about courses not added for financial reasonsy @ of the seven reported this had occurred.

District #2 (D2). The respondent suggested that the implementatiarprogram called
Project Lead The Way, a comprehensive project-bssietice, technology, engineering and
math offering, could not be continued beyond th&t fwo years. Phases 3 and 4 could not be
financially justified particularly with an equipmiecost of $50,000.

District #3 (D3). The respondent described a proposed innovatisméss sequence that
did not come to fruition because of the costs aassat with it including hiring a job coach,
transporting students to job sites, and staff ingin It was suggested that the opportunity could
be reconsidered in the future.

Financial considerations for course additions.Participants were asked to discuss the
financial consideration given to newly proposedrses. The responses were as follows:

District #1 (D1). “It’s all to do with resources: what staff do youedewhat technology
do you need to offer these courses, text bookglisapmaterials ... Is there someone on staff
who can teach it? Do we have the faculty?” (D1)

District #2 (D2). “We look at if we have the faculty to teach it aatddents who would
access it, then if it would be the best use ofahalty based on the number of students” (D2).

This individual also stated:
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We are pretty accommodating, if we have a coupkedsfthat have an interest and we
have the appropriate staff, we find some way te tie opportunity to kids . . . more
important than finances is the lack of kids toifys{D2)

District #3 (D3). “We look at staffing for sure, and equipment codf¢hat does it do to
the master schedule if we add one more piece émda what is the value?” (D3)

District #5 (D5). “What would it cost and how many students would@pate?” (D5)

District #6 (D6). “How can we offer something new within our exigtprogram — and
without taking away?” (D6)This district leader went on to speak of the nedoe flexible and
creative in scheduling, particularly citing the adh of a drama course outside of the school
day and offering electives on a rotation.

District #7 (D7). “Anything we want to add has to be paid for. Wéwen't added
anything in several years because we would noteeta add staff financially” (D7).

Considerations in addition to finances.In cases when participants had suggested
courses had been added or deleted for financiabresain conjunction with other reasons, they
were asked to describe these cumulative influenBesponses were as follows:

District #2 (D2). The respondent suggested that decisions wellg stadlent enroliment
driven, as opposed to financially driven, statifMore important for us than finances is lack of
students to justify” (D2).Also cited by this respondent were the equipmenthmases that would
be required to operate programs and having or kabigto find appropriately certified staff.

District #3 (D3). The respondent cited onltyack of certified staff’ (D3).

District #4 (D4). Both declining student enrollment and appropriédfing were
indicated. The respondent suggested that haviciy saff has been feasible due to the districts

fortune in having several multiply certified teache
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District #5 (D5). A history of student participation was cited ajomith the fact that
courses may not be deleted, but might not be alfera given year if enroliment is not
adequate.

District #6 (D6). The response was a single wdehrollment” (D6).

Summary. The three themes of staffing and enroliment cediplith finances clearly
emerged as impacting course offerings.

Financially driven suggestions regarding course ofrings. Participants were asked if,
as a result of the current economic climate, comtyumembers and/or individuals associated
with the district had suggested courses be elirathat the high school, and, if so, what people
and what courses.

District #1 (D1). The respondent spoke of ongoing conversatiorts tvé board of
education relative to what would need to occuidideet votes were unsuccessful and particular
areas that would need to be considered for reductiarther reported was that community
members were not making such suggestions.

District #2 (D2). “People have suggested cutting administrators,programs” (D2).
Also suggested was that community members had stegheports programs could be reduced.

District #3 (D3). “Not parents, not at all, and not really my eldeftks in town. They
might allude to when they were kids, but they dstahd in the way” (D3).The respondent did
speak of the influence of what were terniseicond homeowners” (D3 the district over their
properties caretakers — community members who ¥asrthem, causing these individuals to
raise questions relative to spending on offeriri@zaretakers raise issues, but when explained
to them, they understand” (D3).

District #4 (D4).
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| haven’t heard in the past few years anyone sag;taffer this or that. There might be

a small handful of people who say high school Hmist need college courses ... but

really just a handful ...[l] don’t get that fromadt or a majority of people. (D4)

District #5 (D5). This district leader discussed the positive suppiothe community
measured by success of budget votes in recentyistat declining enroliment and an
application for merger study with a neighboringiiics were also discussed. Relative to
community comments or suggestions, the following stated:l have only heard positive
things from the community — though | know therereagative opinions” (D5).

District #6 (D6). The respondent stated that community membahsays offer me
suggestions about how to spend their tax dollaB®8). Particularly cited were older taxpayers
without children in the school system that raisedaerns about enrollments and class sizes
being lower than they have been in the past. Eughggested was that the opinions expressed
resulted from frustrations over ever increasingaXxThe majority of the community love our
school, [we have] done great things, we are a comtyenter: we open our building for
community movies, plays, a lot of different thirggsit's not dissatisfaction with school, but with
paying more money” (D6).

District #7 (D7). “Given the financial times we are in, | am prowdday that | have not
gotten any strong opinions from anyone on cuttiagses” (D7). Evident in the manner of the
response was the respondent’s sense that thisag$tdm community support of opportunities
provided.

Influence of financial decisions on course offeringg The culminating question relative
to financial impact asked if district leader’s ds#ons were impacted by financial considerations.

Strong influence. Those who reported it was an influencing factatesl the following:
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District #1 (D1). “... the money always drives what we do” (D1).

District #2 (D2). “Yes ... | would like to impteent more college courses, but don’t
think it is going to happen. At this point | féke | am in survival mode to just keep the school
going” (D2).

District #7 (D7). “I think finances dictate everything, so from tlperspective yes” (D7).
Discussed was the recent growth of wind farm deguakent in the area, from which the district
initially anticipated financial gains. Insteadlding able to offer additional offerings as a resul
of the anticipated revenue, that money is simdlyahg them to continue as they have in the
past.

Slight influence. There were others who less vehemently defendetirthncial impact
on decision making:

District #1 (D1). “It hasn’t been so far, but prably will be in the future” (D1).

District #5 (D5). “Not a major factor, but alwaysas to be in the back of your mind . . .
finances is a factor that is outlying, but not thajor factor” (D5).

No influence. Only one respondent suggested that financesadignpact decision
making.

District #3 (D3). “We try not to let it, and actually don't thinklitas here” (D3). The
respondent went on to speak of the success ofkibng educational foundation and that
organizations ability to financially provide for pgrtunities.

Research question #3 summarylhe data collected relative to research question #3

suggest the following:
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1. There were significant concerns about financingooymities in the future, given the
manner in which wealth, and subsequent state ad,generated, particularly if aid
continued to be decreased.

2. Finances had some influence on district leadertsstns regarding course offerings,
but only a small number of courses were actualtyiahted for financial reasons
alone.

3. The possibility existed that Driver Education cobkila casualty in the near future for
financial reasons alone, and, for one district tias occurred.

4. Along with financial considerations, decisions nefijag courses were also impacted
by student enroliment and certification of staff.

5. Despite current economic conditions, communitieseveeipportive of opportunities
provided to students. Though there is frustratiotong community members with
taxation as a means of financing opportunitiesetinas been not been opposition to
expenditures relative to course offerings.

Findings suggested that the relationship betweailadble finances and course offerings has
been minimal, but that there is a growing concgiven the current economic climate in New
York State and the nation coupled with existing@es, that this relationship would grow.
Further, findings suggested that finances aloreyampact offerings, but, rather, it is the
symbiotic relationship of finances coupled withetfactors.

Research Question #4
Is there a relationship between a school districepacity and a district leader’s decisions

regarding academic opportunities?
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Given the various pieces that define capacity $pia} plant, technology and staffing)
and the nature of the interview questions usedltlvesss this particular research question, this
section will be organized differently. There wéxe interview questions, the first three relative
to physical plant, including the ramifications @fygoroposed or realized building projects and/or
building closures. The remaining two questionsrasised technology and staffing.

Table 7 reports responses regarding building ptejed/or closures and their impact on
academic opportunities. All seven participantoregd recent building and/or renovation
projects, and six of the seven suggested theseqgtsdjad impacted academic opportunities.
Only one of the respondents reported a closuredidatot impact offerings.

Table 7

Academic Impact of Building/Renovation Projects andClosures

Yes No N/A
Recent building projects 7 0 0
Academic impact of recent building projects 6 1 0
Recent closures 1 6 0
Academic impact of closures 0 1 6

Table 8

Capacity and System Leader’s Decisions About AcademOfferings

Yes No
Physical plant limitations 4 3
Technology limitations 3 4
Staffing limitations 6 1
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Table 8 indicates the impact of the componentsaphcity on academic opportunities.
Four of the seven respondents reported physicat phaitations had impacted academic
opportunities. Three of the seven reported impdigésto technology limitations, and six of the
seven suggested staffing limitations had impactedi@mic opportunities.

Impact of physical plant limitations on academic dferings. Relative to the physical
plant, respondents were asked if there had beemtrpcoposed, approved, and/or completed
building renovation projects. The same was askgdrding closures. In both cases they were
asked if such events had impacted programmingeghitth school level. Additionally, they
were asked if the building in its current state pagsical plant limitations that limited academic
opportunities at the high school level.

Building renovation projects.Each district leader reported one or more building
propositions, which had been brought to votershwhe oldest dating back ten years and the
newest just in the past few months. The naturesange of these projects varied: some
provided for additional space, others addressedstriicture needs, and one provided for total
reconstruction of the school building at a new.sitesome cases the bond vote passed as
introduced while, in others, subsequent proposdtls adjustments were needed in order to gain
taxpayer support. In all cases, some iteratiah@fnitially proposed project passed.

Given the disparity of these projects and the rmammwhich passage was achieved, a
description of the project or projects in eachhaf districts will follow along with the perception
from the perspective of the respective districtlezaof the impact of the project on academic
opportunities:

District #1 (D1). The respondent reported that the board of educatad conducted a

comprehensive study three years ago that identiféedlly $10 million worth of work to be done
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on the building. Their hope was to phase in thaskw The initial project proposed was in the
amount of close to $3 million and was not suppobkigthe voters.“A review of the reasons for
the failure pointed to economic times” (D1}here were items in the proposed project that the
board of education felt needed to be done dedpitéatk of support; particularly the need to
install a generator due to frequently experienaaalgy outages and improvement of
handicapped accessibility to meet regulation. VAsetl project went to the voters this past
October in an amount just over $1 million, whicbluded the generator and items to ensure
compliance under the Americans with Disabilities A&DA). “No new science labs or space,
strictly compliance and the generator” (D1Yhe referendum passed.

When asked of the impact of the proposed projecaademic opportunities, the
respondent stated the lack of science labs or spas&infortunate” (D1). Additionally, since
high school courses occur on upper floors of thiimg, any accessibility issues had been
addressed.

District #2 (D2). A district wide committee was established 12 gesgo to look at
building needs, inclusive of the addition of a gysium and library. At the same time, the
board of education looked at the possibility of gieg with a nearby district. A straw vote of
the public in both communities suggested that tmaraunities were greatly opposed to such a
consideration. Since merger was no longer a viapt®n, a $5.5 million project that would
include renovation only and no new space was piaré¢he voters. It was voted down
significantly.

In 2002 another stakeholder group was formed aopgsed a project of over $13
million, including a gymnasium, which passed. Tégpondent suggested this was a

“groundswell of support from those who feared mer¢p?2).
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When asked if the project had impacted acadenporpnities the response wéses,
we have a better facility and upgrades to technplagd better infrastructure. We have been
able to work on labs and purchase computers. std¢extainly helped with the ability to
integrate technology into instruction” (D2).

District #3 (D3). “We had one renovation project twelve years agdhsmamount
[nearly $6] million that included a building projeowhich would have been only [about 20%],
state aid able” (D3).Currently, they are completirign energy performance contract” (D3)
which includes lighting and windows but is beingdied through the general operating budget.

When asked if the project had impacted acadenpompnities, the participant
responded:Absolutely, we now have two fully equipped scielats ... expanded space means
more high school art offerings, music and phys kdhas made a huge difference — has enabled
elementary and secondary classrooms to be sepdrddag.

District #4 (D4). The respondent reported a [nearly $2] millionjgerblast year that
involved no space, only infrastructure, and inchlideofs, bleacher upgrades, floors and lighting,
which was supported by the community. It was satggkit has had neither a positive or
negative impact on academic offeringshas not changed anything as far as course ofiigs”
(DA4).

District #5 (D5). The respondent reported that the district hatlgospleted a $6.5
million project that was dedicated primarily toraétructure and included an addition to the bus
garage.“The initial proposal which included a new librawyas voted down” (D5).The revised
project which eliminated the library but increasechnology capability passed overwhelmingly,
despite the fact that the dollar amount was confpparaFurther explanation suggested concerns

over declining enrollment were likely a factor bétdefeat, as was the addition of spadey
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recognize like a house, you need to keep the bggdmnaintained, but space we might have
difficulty maintaining down the road” (D5)It had been hoped by the respondent that the
absence of a public library would have garneregbstidor the proposed space, as would the
conversion of the existing library into fithess tmmthus making the facilityA center for
students and community families” (D5).

The respondent felt strongly that the project ioted high school offeringsOh Yeah!
Not necessarily new courses - but improved” (Dburther explanation pointed to significant
improvements in state assessment performance lo@asst two years, suggesting that it
resulted from the ability to better integrate temllogy into instruction due to the infrastructure
and technological improvements that resulted froengdroject’kids are excited [about
learning] as are teachers” (D5).

District #6 (D6). In this district, a recent project resulted ie tonstruction of a new
building, “We have a new building, a beautiful building thabnly ten years old, we moved in
2001. For the most part it's been wonderful” (D6Iso reported on was a more recent project,
“Three years ago we took advantage of the oppotyuoi do a small EXCEL project which
upgraded technology — projectors and cameras” (DBhis was quarter of a million dollar
project at no cost to taxpayers.

When asked if academic opportunities had beendteday either of these projects, the
initial response was|’'m not sure” (D6). Further elaboration revealed that more than
programming, it had impacted the perception ambegommunity of education:

| think it had a huge impact on the impressiondeation for our students, as well as

attracting new staff. Applicants notice creatucerdorts and resources available ... The
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science labs are wonderful; the building is wekigaed to accommodate needs, yet meet

the diversity of a K-12 program. (D6)

District #7 (D7). The respondent’s pride in the facility was eviderthe response.

“Our facility is something we are very proud ofhdugh the original building is [over 50] years
old, it is hard to tell the [over 50] year old pdirom the 10 year old part” (D7).

The respondent spoke of a recent $10 million Imgighroject, which was completed ten
years ago as‘@najor project” (D7). The scope included the addition of a four roomersme
suite, relocation of the library to the first flotr facilitate access by the public, and the additi
of a fitness room and some elementary classrodksn shared was information about a more
recent project;a few years back” (D7)jn the amount of $150,000 to update computer sgrve
and communication throughout the building. It wadicated that these projects were
overwhelmingly successful and supported by the camty, and that they were currently
working on another project that included roofshtigg, and infrastructuréjust fixing things
up” (D7).

The superintendent suggested that the sciencegonag stronger as a result of the
upgrades that resulted from these projects butiatBcated that the program was successful due
to competent staff,If you put a good teacher in a lousy room, theysdiiégoing to be a good
teacher ... so | can't really say anything has be#acted, but has been enhanced” (D7).

Building closures. There had been a building closure in only one efdistricts being
studied. This closure resulted due to the constmuof a new facility. Though particular
impacts on program opportunities were not indicategas suggestetthe previous building

was not conducive to teaching” (D6n response to a previous question, the same rdspts
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comments includedthe previous school was located down town, one avlay, built in the
1920's, literally falling apart and in need of mucdpair” (D6).

Physical plant limitations. There was much consistency apparent in responsesiofis
participants when asked if the existing physicahpimpacted academic opportunities.

District #1 (D1). The superintendent reiterated disappointmerteriack of adequate
science rooms and the instructional limitationg thault, though the comment was mgdibet
we have our outdoors available, our environment#rsce class goes to local ponds and rivers,
it's nice to have”(D1).

District #2 (D2). The superintendent suggested that academic ajioes were
adversely impacted by physical plant limitatiortatiag, “our classrooms are okay, because of
the most recent project, but there are still sommat$ in our science labs” (D2)The participant
went on to describe how the age of the buildingeasi®ly affected the ability to incorporate
technology into instruction, particularly the limit number of electrical outlets in classrooms.
“Electrical availability is still problematic, andloes not lend itself to how we teach today” (D2).

Additionally the respondent talked about the latk large group instructional space
being problematic, but concedéiye make do with the cafeteria, though it is naat (D2).

District #3 (D3). The only opportunities discussed by this respohdere vocational
offerings, particularly théold tech wood shop” (D3)with the suggestion being that it could be
more current.

District #4 (D4). The respondent did not believe that the phygtzait limited academic
opportunities. Accessibility was discussdthndicapped accessibility is okay” (D4)Some

desires were voicedyWe would love to have more as far as science labswe make do” (D4).
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District #5 (D5). The participant suggested that having only omargasium limited
physical fitness activities available to studeméso cited was the positive impact of science
labs and an added technology wing completed aop#re most recent building project.

District #6 (D6). This superintendent leads a district that is bdus a ten-year-old
“new” (D6) facility that resulted from a recent building pdi, and, as such, indicated that the
current physical plant did not adversely impactadional opportunitiesiThe building is new
and was well designed to meet our needs” (D6).

District #7 (D7). This respondent reported that physical plantthtrons that have
surfaced were addressed through numerous buildid@parenovation projects that have
occurred in recent history.

Summary of physical plant limitationsEach of the participating districts reported some
level of building and/or renovation project in ratéistory. Four of the seven respondents
reported that said projects had positively impagtiedyram offerings, not necessarily by
providing additional opportunities, but by enhamcthose in existence. Two of the remaining
leaders suggested that the limited scope of pojead no real influence on program
opportunities. One of these suggesting that havooncreased space or improved science labs
was unfortunate. lronically, the superintendernthefdistrict that conducted the project that
resulted in a new facility reported that opportiesitwere not improved as a result. This leader
did suggest, though, that the perception of edacati the community had been enhanced.

Often noted relative to physical plant limitatiams offerings were science labs. In some
cases, they were cited as inadequate, while tihatdnad improved labs as a result of recent

projects cited the positive impact.
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Impact of technology on academic offeringsWhen asked if technology limitations
impacted academic opportunities, participants nedpd as follows:

District #1 (D1). The superintendent reported that the district fogsinate in this
regard, citing a T3 line and distance learningupp®rt the claim. Additionally indicated was
the support of the community and board of educdtorechnology related expenses.
“Technology is not an issue. The Board is alwaygp®rtive of investments that way. Certainly,
not all kids have laptops, but we are fortunatet thay” (D1).

District #2 (D2). The respondent suggested that the dense wals iouilding do
interfere with wireless connectivity but also cith@ benefits of technology. . . on the positive
side, technology has provided us many opportunililes electronic microscopes and digital
cameras” (D2). The same participant, when responding to a @iffequestion, spoke of a
district wide committee currently exploring replagitextbooks with laptops and making buses
wireless.

District #3 (D3). The respondent suggested that, until recenttyathailability of
technology had been problematic, but that nowithatavailable as a result of the educational
foundation, both at home and school, it does notrme an issue'We did not have broad band
until the last couple of years until a foundatitwatt works with the school said we need broad
band for every kid, and we are going to figure looiv to get it done, and now they have done it”
(D3). Cell coverage was cited as still lacking.

District #4 (D4). The participant suggested Distance Learning ase#ung that had
been considered, but that it was not pursued do&&r opportunities that were available. Thus,
it was not considered a limitation. Also alludedatas the district’'s 5 year technology plan,

which the respondent felt addressed any technaleggs. Available technology in the building
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was cited, and included Smart Boards and compalbsr. | Also mentioned was the district’s
collaboration with NERIC, including that it was agative and beneficial relationship relative to
meeting the districts technology needs.

District #5 (D5). No limitations were expressed on the part of tegpondent. It was
suggested that adequate technology was a distrattagnd, as such, had been addressed through
building projects*We have actually been pretty good about tryindc¢éep up with the
technology. Part of our last project was to gettyhclassrooms with Smart Board technology.
We have made it a priority through district goadsnhaintain technology” (D5).

District #6 (D6). Consistent with previous responses provideclsygarticipant, it was
reported that technology did not hamper opportesitiven the newness of the building, along
with the contributions of a local cable companyrtake the building, as the respondent stated
“accessible” (D6). It was indicated that there were times that theneotion was slow, but not
to the point it interfered with opportunities amét what is in place would support potential
Distance Learning opportunities. One concern roeetil was that not all students have Internet
access at home or have only limited (dial up) axcds response, the school library remains
open to students beyond the instructional day taieeek and provides transportation.

District #7 (D7). “We are catching up, BOCES has set up fiber opticnections for us,
and there are now desk tops in each classroom” (F)nding to support this was reported to
be through BOCES purchasing and building projectse participant reported that, though
Smart Technology is not currently in place, therdisis considering using federal funding
available in the coming year to address this. Albaded to was a Distance Learning Lab
included in a previous building project that did nome to fruition as a result of cost over runs.

The respondent insinuated this impacted opporamiWe would be a good school for that
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because of our small size and lack of robust coaffaings, but we have been unable to make it
happen” (D7).

Summary of technology limitationsParticipating district leaders did not view the
available technology as a limitation to academferaigs; in fact, it was seen as an advantage,
encouraging opportunities or enhancements to oppities. It was suggested though, that this
was a recent phenomenon. The technology thateeixéstd was utilized varied among the
districts studied. All participants were pleasathwhe opportunities afforded by currently
available technology, though the desire to stayeruiiwith emerging technology was conveyed.
A concern that was raised by two of the respondeatsinternet accessibility of students and
parents from home.

Impact of staffing on academic offerings.When asked about staffing, the responses of
participants suggested that staffing was problenratismall rural Adirondack schools,
particularly at the secondary level where certtfmas can limit what staff is qualified to teach.
Having, finding, and keeping dually or multiply téed staff provided these districts with much
needed flexibility. When unable to find or secaueh individuals, student opportunities may be
impacted.

District #1 (D1). Consistent with the responses of others, thigoedent spoke about the
difficulty in providing physics as a result of dtaf), “In the past we had a multiply certified
science teacher, and were unable to find suchptace, so we can no longer offer physics,
which | see as a real problem” (D1).

In New York State, teacher certification is grahbg subject area and grade level. Most
certifications at the secondary level are grantatdeu a broad heading, such as English,

mathematics, and social studies. As such, aniohaiay may be certified in one of the
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aforementioned areas and be qualified to teachhamper of courses in that particular subject
area. For example, a teacher certified in mathiematuld teach algebra, geometry,
trigonometry, calculus, or any other secondary eratdtics course.

Certifications in sciences at the secondary lavelnot granted in such an all-
encompassing manner. There are particular crigeribcertifications required for particular
branches of science including biology, chemistaytlescience and physics. For a teacher to be
gualified to teach, for example, a physics couttsey would require certification in physics
specifically. It is possible to hold multiple aédations, though the requirements for each djffer
and there is a cost associated with securing each.

District #2 (D2). In response to earlier questions, this particpgaticipant had
suggested the district was not isolated, yet wiskieé about staffing, the participant suggested
that it was difficult to attract staff due to theggron, coupled with declining enroliment,
“Applicants sense the possibility of closure or gest (D2). Further suggested was that if state
funding continued to decline staffing would suffdf:we continue to lose state aid, we will lose
more staffing, hampering the flexibility of statiowvill be stretched thinner” (D2)Also
repeated was an earlier statement that the comynuadt been vocal about reducing
administrators.

District #3 (D3). This respondent spoke passionately about thesaigg®f applicants to
hold more than one certification and the flexilyilihat this affords the districtMost definitely,
for anyone to be hired here, they need to haveipheiitertifications to afford me flexibility.
That's really a survival thing on my part” (D3)Also suggested was the possibility of hiring part
time teachers and the difficulty in finding indivals seeking less than full time employment.

The participant indicated having had much luck iingdunique combinations of certifications,
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one particular example shared was a dually ceadtB®logy/Special Education teachétot
Damn its good!” (D3).

District #4 (D4). This was the only respondent who suggested tating was not a
limitation, “We have always had someone to teach what we hauged’ (D4).

District #5 (D5). The respondent echoed the sentiments of othlats/eeto certification
being problematic;We had a few issues with certification, we hawsxieence teacher doing
math AIS ... we have a few dually certified folke,rest just fall in the right spot” (D5)Further
indicated was that opportunities for students vim@acted by the number of staff members
available and, as such, trying to be more efficientsing teaching staff to teach and not perform
other duties, essentially outsourcing some of tlesies:“We want teachers teaching classes,
we farm out our ISS [in school suspension] studenBOCES, it is cost effective and better for
our overall program” (D5).

District #6 (D6). Consistent with others, this respondent citedfwation as
problematic, particularly in sciencées, physics — we can’t always support or affqpedfic
isolated classes. As much as we can we try toduadly certified staff who can be as flexible as
possible” (D6).

District #7 (D7). The participant, too, cited similar concernsilaiting them to
geographic location and size, suggesting thatfer aiuch more than what is mandated for an
advanced Regents diploma would not be economitzdisible,

Our geographic location is a hindrance for thingsel music teachers . . .science is

problematic due to certification requirements, we eurrently uncertified in physics . .

.we are working on variance through BOCES - on R@k shows up as not HQ [highly

qualified] — that’s tough. (D7)
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Summary of staffing limitations.Cited often as impacting decisions regarding
opportunities, was having appropriately certifiaffs Mentioned particularly was science, and
physics specifically. The ability to secure dualtymultiply certified individuals was seen as
helpful, and in some cases necessary. Though omeatispecifically by only one respondent,
there was a sense that luck played a role in hata@ppropriately certified and qualified
individuals to provide the necessary and desiréstiofys.

Research question #4 summaryResponses to interview questions relative to rebear
guestion #4 suggested that a relationship exisdtgdam a school district’'s capacity and a district
leader’s decisions about academic offerings:

1. Physical plant and structure can either promoteaonper opportunities. Several

examples were cited.

2. Physical plant limitations were in some cases fiedti or will be in the near term, as
the result of building and renovation projects.

3. There were no true instances where physical plepit éourses from being offered.
“We make do with what we haveyas a common statement suggesting that, though
not ideal, existing physical plant was adequate.

4. Technology seemed to be far less of a problemithaas just a few years ago and
provided students with increased opportunitieavas anticipated that opportunities
would continue to expand. Among the remainingtiations were Internet
accessibility for students from home and finanaogtinued opportunities and

improvements.
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5. The ability to find and keep staff necessary tolengent opportunities was an
ongoing challenge for these small rural Adironddistricts. Their ability to do so
was improved when they found dually or multiplytdexd staff.

Three particular aspects of capacity were stugbgdical plant, technology and
staffing), with participants being asked a seriegugstions to determine the impact of each on
academic offerings at the high school level. Trifeiences of these factors did not necessarily
exist in isolation from one another, but often amcert. A relationship was found to exist
between capacity and a district leader’s decisadomit academic offerings. In some cases the
individual components of capacity studied impadatedisions, though in many cases it was the
cumulative effects that had the greatest impact.

Closing Interview Question

Having spent ample time asking about and discussitigparticipants four potential
factors influencing decisions about academic affggjthe concluding question asked
participants to speak about the primary factorsi@rfcing their consideration of such
opportunities. The responses clearly indicatetighalent interest and value to students were a
high priority when making decisions about courderurigs; other primary factors influencing
such decisions were staffing and cost. Table 9nsamzes these responses.

Table 9

Rank Order of Factors Influencing System Leader’s [@cisions About Academic Offerings

1% Priority 2" Priority 39 Priority

Staffing 2 2 0
Students and student interests 5 2 0
Finances 0 0 2
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District #1 (D1). “Number one is what will help students in theielif. . the courses we
offer — I want to make sure are useful to them” D¥hen elaborating the respondent spoke
specifically of college credit bearing courses thatild not only benefit students, but their
families financially,“If we can offer a course here and the family ohés to pay $50 for a three
credit course, it's wonderful we can offer that ogpnity” (D1). The second influencing factor
cited was having the right staff to teach the cewnsd, if such is the case, that course can be
offered to other schools using Distance Learnif@yitical to that is having the right teacher”
(D1).

District #2 (D2). Student interest was the one determining fattbrhave the students,
| will find a way to make sure programs are offersd far | have been able to do that” (D2).

District #3 (D3). The respondent suggested that staffing expextisethe primary
influencing factor followed by, or perhaps in camgtion with, student interest'l can offer a
great program, if they [students] don’t care, itekm’t matter” (D3).

District #4 (D4). With no explanation or elaboratidi8taffing, student interest,
finances” (D4).

District #5 (D5). “First is student interest, if students are intelexsin a course, we try
to make it happen” (D5) Several examples were given of courses that eddheen student
interest cultivated by teacher run cluEinances are a factor, but not a main factor. Mos
classes are not that expensive if you have staffable and the capacity” (D5).

District #6 (D6). “Student interest is absolutely the most importditg for me” (D6).
Further suggested was the importance of providindents opportunities to explore what is

available to them'It's about exposure, giving students as many opynaties as we can. How
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do we let them know that there is more beyond rupstate New York and give them the skills
and experience they need to make informed choicd@&y

District #7 (D7). The respondent provided a more emotional resploased on personal
experience and spoke of the lived experience afgosgised in a small rural area in a different
yet similar region of New York State and havingreg&ised by parents who had not completed
high school. He statet]] myself thought college was unattainable urdilseries of things
happened” (D7).As such, providing students opportunities to exgnee college level course
work is paramount to this leader. Alluding to egk level credit bearing courses offered to
students, it was suggested that this gave stutlemtspportunity to determine if college was
feasible for them, This allows them to give it a try” (D7).

Also important to this respondent was providinglstuts other opportunitied,want to
provide enough variety that offers each kid theaspmity to find out who they are” (D7).

Again speaking to his personal experience:

| am also from a hard core blue collar backgrounti&know college is not the only way.

| want every student to find out what they are gabd. our coursework should offer

enough for students to find what there elemenh@raeet their needs. (D7)

A relationship exists between the, in some casdated and in others cumulative, effects
of the factors studied and a district leader’s sleais regarding academic opportunities.
Emergent Interview Question #24
How many students graduate annually?

In discussing course offerings in the context eftarious factors being studied, thus
across the research questions being studied, $tedesiiment was often raised, in particular, the

number of students required to offer a particuarrse. The typical graduating class size in the
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participating districts ranged from 14 to 60. Inshcases, there were enough students to justify
only a single section of even the mandated coursbss question was not included in the initial
interview script. It emerged during the initiatenview. Subsequent participants were asked to
discuss average graduating class size and the ommiemrollment requirements necessary to
support a course offering. Suggested and/or regavere the following:

District #1 (D1). When discussing policies or procedures in pladée district for
considering academic offerings, the respondentestgd that a minimum of three students
would be required to justify a course. Also repdrivas an average graduating class size of 14.
Though a particular example was not provided, & affuded to that the minimum of three
could, in the right circumstances, be reduced.

District #2 (D2). “We offer classes with as few as three studentsheave done so with
as few as two” (D2).This statement was made during a discussion afghscious efforts on
the part of the Board of education to provide AdvahPlacement courses, even if student
numbers were low. This leader reported an avegaaguating class size of approximately 25.
When responding relative to the financial impactie€isions, the same leader statéida “
couple of kids have interest and we have the apm@t@pstaff, we find some way to give
opportunities to students” (D2).

District #3 (D3).

We have classes with three or four kids, and thak's There is no number restriction on

any of our courses. | don’t have to have an enrefibfigure. If | did | probably

wouldn’t have a whole lot of things. Even if thare two kids who want AP Calc[ulus],

we teach AP Calc[ulus] if | have the teacher, gieat for the kid and the teacher. (D3)
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District #4 (D4). When the respondent was discussing how clasergjewere
determined, it was indicated that offerings beyaét were mandated were determined, in
large part, as a result of student interest anttebandicated by students during an annually
held curriculum fair. When asked about the sma#esollment accepted for a class to run, it
was stated,Usually four or five. We have had a class of taral may have had a three” (D4).
Further indicated was that classes of such lowlemeats were allowed to enable students to
complete sequences.

District #5 (D5). The respondent reported that average gradudtsg sizes averaged
between 25 and 35 students and that typically esungre not carried without an enrollment of
eight to ten, though sometimes as low as five Wighorical enrollments as low as two.

District #6 (D6). Average graduating class sizes of 22 were regpdayethis respondent,
with a low of 16 and a high of 32, and the respondéated:

The smallest class we have had is [an enrolimgrdrad — not typical, but three to six is

not out of the ordinary. The ‘one’ was a calcublsss, the student had been accelerated,

and a few other students had left. | don't adgerthat, but we wanted to do what was in
the best interest of the student. (D6)
Further suggested was the willingness and flexyodn the part of staff members, which made
such accommodations possible.

District #7 (D7). Average graduating class sizes were reportegexaging between 38
and 60 but were reported to be declining annudllye respondent spoke specifically to low
enrollment in upper level foreign language courset) enrollments as low as two. Further
reported was that there was no minimum requirenceatfer a courseWe have had classes

with two or three students in them before” (D7).
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Summary of Findings

The findings indicate that the four influencingtfars under study: culture, geography
and isolation, finances, and capacity do influetisgrict leaders’ decisions regarding academic
opportunities at the high school level in smallfgchool districts in the Adirondack Park in
New York State. Further discovered was that tfl@eences of these factors do not occur in
isolation, but, instead, it was their combineduefices that impact decision making about
academic opportunities.

Chief among the findings was the commitment arsquent influences of the
communities associated with these districts. Riskeaders and the communities at large valued
education and, as such, were very supportive obdppities. District leaders were cognizant of
the needs and desires of the communities they serve

Also revealed were the challenges faced by theseots and communities to offer
opportunities, primarily due to the ability to see@dequate staff opportunities in the form of
appropriately certified teachers. Certificatiogqugements in science, in particular, were a
significant obstacle to affording students oppaittes. Reportedly, and to a lesser degree,
funding presented challenges. It was found thetgyaants were able tmake doyet there was
growing concern that this would not be able to carg given the current economic climate.
Courses viewed as valuable to the community, inoty®river Education in particular, were in
danger of being eliminated as a result of the atbdity of qualified teaching staff coupled with
the financial obligation required to support suéferngs.

Opportunities to incorporate and utilize technglag a means to support academic

offerings have recently become more available asdgbent within rural and geographically
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isolated districts. It was anticipated that thegportunities would continue to expand. Some
apprehension existed about the ability to conttaunance such opportunities.
The findings of this study will be discussed intfier detail and in relation to the existing

literature in chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Summary of Findings, Conclusions, and Resmmendations
Schools throughout the country struggle to prowdmprehensive academic
opportunities for students at the high school Igreén the scarcity of various resources. In
particular areas and regions, this struggle is @mged by factors that are unique to the
particular region. Small rural schools locatedh@ Adirondack Park in New York State share
many of the burdens of rural districts throughdat tountry. However, the unique geographic
nature of the terrain occupied by these distrmsipled with scarcity of resources, has them
facing challenges that are equally unique.
Purpose and Research Questions
It was the intent of this research to study foutdes and their influence on school district
leader’s decisions regarding the academic oppdi&sravailable to high school students in small
rural Adirondack school districts. The factorseashed were culture, geographic location and
isolation, finances, and capacity. For the purpadehis study, capacity included physical plan,
technology, and staffing. The research questicgre s follows:
1. Is there a relationship between a school distrmiléure and a system leader’s
decisions about academic offerings?
2. Is there a relationship between a school distroggg'sgraphic location and isolation
and a system leader’s decisions about academicrafé?
3. lIs there a relationship between a school distratgilable finances and a system
leader’s decisions about academic offerings?
4. Is there a relationship between a school distridisacity (physical plant, technology,

and staffing) and a system leader’s decisions adbcademic offerings?
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Nature and Analysis of Data

Qualitative phenomenological research was deemext appropriate to conduct this
research. Non-probabilistic sample selection wiized since certain attributes were required
of participants given the nature of the researthe initial criterion for selecting participants
was to identify superintendents of school distribe included a high school and were located
wholly or in part within the Adirondack Park. Tleewere 53 such schools. This sample was
further refined using theoretical sampling. Thealgy of being a superintendent of an
Adirondack school district had obvious relevancéhpurpose of the study. Refinement of the
sample was accomplished by further identifying Adaack districts that would be considered
small and rural utilizing the same definition as thnited States Department of Education, of
which there are 22. Of these 22 districts, seveaeahto participate in the study.

Data was collected through on-sight interviews wiitrict leaders in each of the seven
participating districts, and a review of documenmés also conducted. The semi-structured
interview script was piloted and refined with thesigtance of a retired Adirondack Park
superintendent. Participants were provided thipisicr advance of scheduled interviews.
Interviews were conducted during a two-week peri@dnversations were digitally recorded
and transcribed by the researcher into a word-gsezedocument. The one exception to this
was in the case of equipment failure, and, in sagk, the responses were hand written by the
interviewer and then transcribed into a word-preedsdocument.

The researcher then analyzed the transcribed dadsraed supporting documentation
was used to confirm information reported. Copikethe transcribed interviews were sent to
participants to ensure accuracy. The analysibefranscriptions and documentation yielded

findings relative to the purpose of the study arelparticular research questions.
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Major Findings

A relationship was found to exist between eacheffour factors (culture, geographic
location and isolation, available finances and cdppand a district leader’s decisions about
academic offerings. A precise description of tblatronship of each of these factors
independently was problematic given the inextriedinlk that exists among them. The
relationship that exists was more of a cumulativé averlapping one.

Of great concern to district leaders relativeuaikable resources, was the nature in
which small rural school districts in the Adiron#d@ark were funded and financed, particularly
in regard to state aid based on calculated weéltese districts. Also of concern was the
ability to secure and maintain certified staff giube requirements for certification, particularly
in the sciences. Compounding this concern wer@mbpécations of not having Highly Qualified
staff under the federal No Child Left Behind Act.

The most prevalent factor in a district leadegsidions regarding academic offerings
was the impact on students, particularly providstugdents with courses they want and what they
and the community perceive they need. Other pliagaiactors included the ability to
consistently staff and fund opportunities above laggbnd what was simply mandated.
Conclusions

Culture, geographic location and isolation, firesxand capacity in the form of physical
plant, technology, and staffing, impact the deaisiof school leaders in small rural districts in
New York State’s Adirondack Park relative to acaseopportunities. The degree of influence
of these factors varies. Rarely do the influerafdbese factors act in isolation. Instead, they
act concurrently and in concert with one anothesttape district leaders’ decisions about

academic offerings at the high school level. Timding is consistent with current research.
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Culture. Apparent in the findings of the study was that neiné¢ in the culture of the
districts under study was a high regard for anderassociated with education. This was
evident in the desire reported of parents and conmtymembers, as well as district leaders, to
provide opportunities to students that exceedesketimsandated by state regulation and to support
financially and otherwise these opportunities.

Among what was valued and had even come to be &sa@s the availability of
courses that would better prepare students forypities beyond high school and for college
in particular. Such offerings included Advanceddeiment courses, varied opportunities
through local BOCES, Distance Learning opportusjtand college credit bearing courses. Also
conveyed was a desire among parents for theirremltb be able to attend college, an
opportunity many of them had not had themselves.

Community members and district leaders also vataenlses that would allow students
to stay in their communities and meet with successsuch, opportunities were supported that
allowed students to develop the skills necessasytaessfully gain employment in the region.
While balancing the desires of the community re&ato opportunities for students, leaders were
cognizant of providing experiences for studentadguire knowledge of opportunities beyond
their current reality.

This cultural influence and support was consistattt the findings of Gardner (2003)
and Bethel (2001) who, in their case studies ofllsmgal districts, each suggested that
academics were of significant importance and gredrid community desires. Those offerings
that would support future success for studentscctapen a world of opportunity by freeing

students from the limitations of their parents” {{gd, 2001, p. 25). Also supported by the
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findings is Bethel's (2001) contention, “For rupdople it is about learning to live and work in a
rural environment” (p. 15).

Further apparent was that the leaders who partegipa the study were well aware of
and responsive to the needs and desires of the arsrabthe communities served by the
districts, a phenomenon described by Budge (20€@sanse of placaimed at improving
opportunities for students, and ultimately thesarmnities.

Leaders with a critical leadership of place supporhimunity as a context for learning,

understanding that schools and their local commasmére inextricably linked, and that

the ability of each to thrive is dependent upondtieer. They work to conserve what is
beneficial to the well being of students, famileesl communities, while actively leading
efforts that address the challenges and/or comtrads found in the local context.

(Budge, 2006, p. 8)

This leadership of place could be deemed even mgertant for superintendents of the
districts under study since, as Bethel (2001) auagethis individual is the key figure in districts
since in many cases, including several in this $ani@ or she may be the only full time central
office figure. Such a leadership of place andniatie knowledge of community can assist
superintendents in these small rural Adirondackidts to perform the delicate balancing act
necessary to address their community’s culturesdasdes and to offer students opportunities
for success.

In rural America, finding a happy medium betweea plast with its rich tradition of rural

life, and the future with its promise of opportynénd prosperity, requires school leaders

to have a keen sense of where the school andrmseamity have been and where they

hope to go. (Harmon & Branham, 1999, p. 15)
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There was current available research with whiehfitidings did not align. Budge (2006)
suggested that parents in rural districts had adohunderstanding of their children’s needs and
limited aspirations. Arnold et al. (2005) suggddteat aspirations and expectations of the
community could have negative impacts on schodlis was not evident in the communities
studied in this research. In small rural distriotshe Adirondack Park, parents and community
members understood and supported opportunitiesvtidd perpetuate student success.

Geographic location and isolation. The descriptions provided by participants of the
geographic location and setting of their distredgompassed the attributes that were prevalent
among and unique to communities of the Adirondaaik P Participants exuded a pride when
talking about the landscapes their districts intydhit they also alluded to the difficulties
presented by the geography and subsequent isotaabnesulted from their location.

Location and isolation alone were not cited akiaricing academic opportunities, more
so indicated were the residual effects of isolatanong them small enroliments and proximity
to educational opportunities offered other thardistrict campuses. Though each of the
participating districts was located wholly or inrpaithin the Adirondack Park, their particular
geographic attributes and locations varied, coasistith Gong's (2005) suggestion that
variation or differences within the rural categerist. Based on the descriptions provided,
though, it can be argued that the geography oflisteicts in the park were more similar than
they were different.

The challenges faced by these districts, resuftom their location and unique
geographic attributes and subsequent isolatiorcedsd with it were consistent with what
Arnold et al. (2005) found: “Rural schools faceraque set of challenges largely due to their

geographic isolation” (p. 1).
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The geographic attributes of the region were dlesdrby participants as being desirable
and, having drawn individuals to their communitiead kept them there. This aligns with the
suggestion of Budge (2006) that such attributesdrenefit.

Consistent with the research of Sasala (1996)tdarenroliment may be the result of
location and isolation. The findings were incotesi$ though with the those of Sasala (1996)
and Budge (2006), who both indicated lesser oppdaits exist for students as a result of
location and isolation.

Shared services and consolidation as indicatesdsala (1996) and SUNY (2009) as a
means to increase opportunities, had and wouldragnto be explored by the districts in the
Adirondack Park.

Finances. The findings suggest that though small rural ditdrin the Adirondack Park
struggled because of diminished funding opportasitnclusive of state aid and higher tax rates
than were typical across the state, they weretabieanage and provide for students beyond
what was mandated. It was extremely rare to fatges not offered or eliminated for financial
reasons alone. Community members, though frustrsiid the manner in which education was
funded in the state and their financial responsigsl in this regard, did not begrudge students
opportunities nor did they expect districts to lisuch opportunities.

Findings in this regard were rather inconsisteith the available literature. Previous
research in the field (Monk & Bliss, 1992; Sasak96; SUNY, 2009) suggested a diseconomy
of scale for these districts relative to costspimviding students equitable opportunities. Per
pupil cost and inequity were not raised duringrésearch study and, as such, not reported

among the findings.
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Cost associated with staffing was found to beasicern. Sasala (1996) suggested that
financial constraints coupled with decreasing dnrehts limited offerings in higher level
mathematics, sciences sand foreign language. chiif§i securing appropriately certified physics
teachers was among the findings. This was, howeetmecessarily as a result of funding, but
in relation to availability of qualified individusl

BOCES was raised in the existing research as asrmdaoffsetting financial impact on
opportunities (SUNY, 2009). Consistent with therkvof Monk & Bliss (1992), there was much
variation in the degree to which districts took abage of these services.

Finances relative to building facilities and teglogy cited in current literature were not
consistent with the finding of this study. ArngRD05), Lewis (2003), and Monk and Bliss
(1992) each cited staffing costs unique to rursiritits. This was not found in the context of the
current study. Though staffing was raised, it wasfor financial reasons alone. Emerging
technology as suggested by Sasala (1996) had amdxpacted to continue to provide
opportunities. Her further contention that sucranmgecould become cost prohibitive, though this
was not yet the case, was a future concern amengditicipants.

Capacity. Physical plant might either promote or hamper opputies, with the impact
contingent upon the current state of the buildimgder study and the scope and capacity of
recent building and renovation projects. The sup@mong community members, in the form of
a positive referendum vote, was more positive Besavhere projects were aimed primarily at
maintaining and upgrading current facilities asaggal to expanding upon or replacing them,
though instances of support for the latter wereatbuPhysical plant, though found to be at times
problematic, did not keep courses from being offexed often suggested was “we make do with

what we have.”
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These findings were in part consistent with tholsBethel (2001). Similar to his
contention was the reality that the facilities g&has more than centers for education, but also as
centers for community activity. He further conteddhat overuse and lack of skilled facility
staff resulted in inadequate unsafe buildings &atlimprovements and maintenance were not a
priority of residents. That was not consistentwtite findings of this work. Buildings were
reported to be safe and adequate. District resdaripported expenditures to maintain facilities,
though the support was less consistent when suglgbs included new space.

Technology was found to have emerged as a meaupfmrt academic opportunities in
the recent history of the districts under studyn€ern remained among district leaders relative
to student and parent access to technology fromehd@ontinued ability to finance improved
opportunities resulting from technology was a conce

These findings were consistent with those of $ad#196) and Arnold et al. (2005) who
contended that opportunities in small rural dis¢riexpanded as a result of technology. Bethel’s
(2001) suggestion that infrastructure and facgitteuld limit opportunities technology could
make available, was not as accurate a contentidmaght have been just a few years ago.

Staffing necessary to provide and maintain oppaties was a struggle for small rural
Adirondack districts. This challenge resulted frhra combined influences of location,
certification and funding.

Staffing, though problematic for the districts engdtudy, did not necessarily result from
what Gardner (2003) cited: salary and increaseubresbility of teaching staff in these districts.
Staffing was problematic, instead, as a resulocétion and isolation. Additionally finding

appropriately certified teaching staff has beerbfmmatic. In cases where non-certified staff
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could be utilized, this created an issue of conmgkaunder the Highly Qualified provision of the
federal No Child Left Behind Act. This was conergtwith the findings of Eppley (2009).

Closing question. Despite the influences of the various factors urstiedy on decisions
regarding academic opportunities for students, lsmid! Adirondack districts, regardless of the
implications, met students’ needs and desires, sorag going to the extreme of offering a
course to two or three and in one case, a singteent, because that is what is in the best interest
of those few, or that one, students. This wasistarg with the findings of Monk and Haller
(1986), Sasala (1996) and Bethel (2001), who @fested that opportunities should not be
limited for students simply as a result of whereythve. Arguably, the commitment to provide
opportunities, even when enrollments are so limitethherent in the nature of schools in rural
communities. As Gardner (2003) stated, “Rural sthpossess certain indefinable attributes,
that set them apart” (p. 12).

Recommendations

Innovation and collaboration. Students should not be held hostage to limited exoad
offerings because of the geographic location abdeguent implications of the school they
attend, nor should parents and districts be oldy&d send their children elsewhere to receive
such opportunities.

The districts involved in the study had begunethink the manner in which
opportunities were presented to students at the $ugool level and, in doing so, had provided
opportunities for success beyond high school. Thaee had to be innovative in their efforts.
The success of such opportunities has been in fEgelue to increasingly available technology.
Such efforts must continue and districts must be tbaccess the necessary technology, both

structurally and financially if such efforts aredontinue to be successful.
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Apparent was the lack of consistency or implem@maof innovative programs across
the districts being studied. Some innovative progning that might have met success in one or
more districts had failed or not even been triedtivers. The opportunity to share experiences,
both good and bad, among the district leaderseoftiools in the Adirondack Park, could
provide these districts a venue to enhance colédiwor providing a better shared understanding
and potentially enhancing opportunities.

There are currently vehicles in place that coukishsn facilitating such collaboration.
Each of these districts is a member of a BOCESoug@h there are different BOCES within the
park, these BOCES are organized by NYSED into Martagement Teams (JMTs). Many of
these districts qualify for and may participatéhia Rural Schools Association. In their
responses, many of the districts alluded to thistasgse of the NERIC relative to helping them
meet their technological needs. Other respondeiutded to their work with CFES.

A collaborative venture facilitated by some ordlthese agencies, along with others that
may have a vested interest or something to corérjlwould give these specific district leaders
an opportunity to discuss their districts’ uniquesie The potential of this to influence offerings
could prove beneficial. Though a daunting undenaknd one that would need to be ongoing,
it could be an initial step toward assuring therdits and the students in the Adirondack Park
would be provided the same opportunities as thainterparts across the state and country.

Funding. It is imperative that the way districts are fundiydNew York State and the
federal government be reviewed. Of particular eondor Adirondack school districts and their
year round residents is the manner in which vandtmmes in the region negatively impact the
perceived wealth of the district as a whole, raéisglin the reduced availability of funding, and

increased financial obligations in the form of taxe
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Certification and staffing. The ability of districts to locate, secure and neim
certified staff is greatly impacted by their geqgrg and size. Stringent certification
requirements, which are compounded by the impboatiof the No Child Left Behind Act, need
to be reconsidered for districts with such uniqueurnstances. With the requirements as they
are, districts have not and will continue to behledo provide opportunities for students based
on the lack of available qualified staff. | urgew York State’s policymakers to reconsider the
certification requirements in the area of scieracel physics in particular, and the federal
government to reconsider their one size fits girapch to the highly qualified requirement of
No Child Left Behind.

Recommendations for Further Study

Of the 22 districts that met the criteria for pagation in the study, seven participated. It
is suggested that the instrumentation and processibed herein be utilized with the remaining
fifteen districts should they be willing to parpeite. Increasing the sample could strengthen the
findings and add to them.

Despite the comparable sizes of the districts ustigly, the number and responsibilities
of administrative staff varied substantially. Waanted is a study that explores the nature in
which these districts are staffed administrativahg how the administrative staff is deployed.

Small class size was inherent in being small anal.r Consideration to further study on
the impact of class size could be considered.

Often mentioned was the lack of cell phone coveliaghe areas under study. Given that
cell phones have become a primary communicationféodigh school students in recent
history, it would be interesting to see if the &t of this region are impacted by their lack of

exposure to this technology.
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Closing

In each of the districts under study, respondsidsed their own rendition of their
current reality. Though each story was a bit déife, there was a unique commonality in the
circumstances of these chosen districts, which ntagle struggles relative to the factors under
study and the subsequent impact on academic opypiesioffered similar. Despite these
struggles, at the core of how each of these distresponded, as described by their district
leader, was a desire to provide what was in theibsest of the students, communities, and
schools they served.

Scarce resources challenge school district leadevaghout New York State and the
nation as they struggle to provide adequate ammtoigs academic opportunities for students at
the high school level. The scarcity of resouraesiag the districts under study is heightened as
a result of the factors under study, despite thisse districts managed to provide students with
adequate opportunity. Perhaps this is becausewamn& (2003) suggests, “. . . rural schools are
consigned to making do with less” (p. 12). Therswdooming fear expressed by respondents
though, that it is becoming more difficult to dq farther supporting Gardner’s (2003)
contention, “. . . that “less” [is] becoming moréfidult to manage” (p.12).

The commonality of sharing residence in one ofrtfost unique geographic settings in
the country and the educational struggles thattrésun this cohabitation creates an undeniable
bond among the school districts of New York Stafedrondack Park. Evident in the
information shared by respondents and the findaigee study was a keen awareness among
these district leaders of the communities and deshbey served. This awareness was defined

by Budge (2006) assense of placeApparent is that theense of plackeld by the participants
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in this study proved to be a primary influence loaitt decisions relative to academic

opportunities provided to students.
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Appendix A
Invitation to Superintendents

January 30, 2010

Dear ,

| am writing to request your participation in aeasch study that will investigate various factors
and their impact on the decisions made by schaitick leaders regarding academic
opportunities. The study will focus on geograplycsolated districts that are rural in nature.

Your participation would include the provision ofadlable documents containing course
descriptions and offerings, and completion of darwnew that will not exceed one hour in
length. The interview may be conducted by phoni@ person and will be scheduled at your
convenience. Interview questions will be provide@dvance, and all responses will be kept
confidential.

| understand your time is valuable, but | am hop#fe results of this study will prove beneficial
to your district and others like it.

Please indicate your willingness to participatdater than February 15, 2010 via email:
longm2@sage.edas well as complete and return the attached cofmen; An addressed
stamped envelope has been enclosed.

| appreciate your consideration and thank you Guryanticipated participation. Upon receipt of
your intent to participate you will be contactecatbange an interview at your convenience.

Sincerely,

Maureen A. Long
Doctoral Candidate

The Sage College
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Appendix B
District Demographic Data Sheet

District Demographic Data Information

Directions: Please confirm the following informatian about the school district by which you
are employed. Please provide any missing informatioand correct any information which
is not accurate.

Basic Information:
School District Name:
BEDS Code:
Enroliment:

Size (sq. miles):
Configuration:
Number of Buildings:

Number of Campuses:

Building Name Grades Served Total Students

Staffing:

Number of Teaching Staff:
Number of Administrators:
Number of Other Staff:
Funding:

Current School Year Budget:
Are you currently receiving funding from the followg sources, and if so, what is the current
allocation:

Title VI, Part B:

Yes No Allocation:

REAP (Rural Low Income Schools Program):

Yes No Allocation:

SRSA (Small Rural Schools Achievement Grant Program
Yes No Allocation:

| confirm that the information as it appears isuaate to the best of my knowledge:

Print Name Signature Date

103




Appendix C

Interview Script and Questions

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my reskatady. The following questions are meant
to help me to investigate the impact of variousdescthat might influence academic
opportunities and course offerings in small, rec&iool districts, particularly at the secondary
level. Given that the nature of my research isitatate, | would ask that you provide as much
supporting detail as you are able in responsedajtiestions. The first three questions are
intended to provide some cursory information, while remaining questions will be specific to
the factors being researched.

1. How long have you served in the position of Sugpendent of schools in this district?
2. Were you previously employed by the districtNY7
If so, for how long and in what capacity?

3. What policies and/or procedures are in pladeendistrict for considering academic

opportunities at the high school level, particyldHe addition or deletion of course offerings?
Have recent changes been made in these proceduges, they long standing?
[CULTURE]

Questions 4 -7 will pertain to your understandifghe school community and their expectations

regarding academic opportunities:

4. Are there expectations on the part of the bo&rtucation or community members relative to
course offerings at the high school level?

5. Are there particular courses that have beenideresl foradoption or adopted as a result

board or community insistence?

6. Are there particular courses that have beenideresl fordeletion or deleted as a result of

community or board insistence?

7. From your perspective as a school district leadiges the culture of the school community

influence your decisions about course offeringhathigh school level?

[GEOGRAPHY]
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Questions 8 — 11 pertain to your understandin@p@fimpact of geographic location on academic

opportunities.

8. Describe the geographic location of your scluigtrict? Do you consider your district to be

geographically isolated?

9. Are there particular courses that have beenideresl foradoption or were adopted at the
high school level that as a result of the geog@fgaation and/or isolation of the district?

If so, was consideration given to other optionpriavide students with this opportunity?

10. Are there particular courses that have beesidered fordeletion or were deleted at the
high school level as a result of the geographiatioa and/or isolation of the district?

If so, was consideration given to other optionprimvide students with this opportunity?

11. From your perspective as a school districtéeadio the geographic location and/or isolation
of the district influence your decisions about sguofferings at the high school level?

[FINANCE]

The next several questions (12 - 17) pertain tg#reeived impact of finances on academic
opportunities:

12. Have high school course offerings been consdifarelimination or eliminated for

financial reasons alone?
If so please explain by giving some details.

13. Explain the financial considerations taken mtoount when a new course is proposed or

being considered at the high school level.

14. Have there been cases when coursesr@vegeen added at the high school level for strictly
financial reasons?

15. If courses have not been added or have bemimated for financial reasons coupled with
other factors, what have the other factors been?

16. Because of these financial times, have peaggested courses be cut at the high school?
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What people?

Which courses?

Are these courses successful?

Have they been considered for elimination at amgwotime? When?

17. From your perspective as a school districtéeadioes the financial situation of the district

influence your decisions about course offeringhathigh school level?

[CAPACITY]

Questions 18 - 22 pertain to the perceived imphcapacity on academic opportunities. For the
purposes of this study, capacity includes: phygitaht and buildings, technology, and staffing.

Each of these will be addressed separately.
18. Have you recently had any proposed buildingrandvation projects?
If so have they successfully passed? (Explain)

Have these projects (passed or rejected) had ascinop academic offerings at the high school

level?
19. Have you recently had any building closurethendistrict? (Explain)
If so, have these closures impacted academic offerat the high school?

20. Are there cases wharhysical plant limitations have impacted decisions about academic

opportunities at the high school? (Explain)

21. Are there cases whdaexhnology limitations have impacted decisions about academic

opportunities at the high school? (Explain)

22. Are there cases whestaffing limitations have impacted decisions about academic

opportunities at the high school? (Explain)
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| would like to take this opportunity to thank yagain for your time today; | will close with the

following question:
Closing Question:

23. What are the primary factors that influence gswou consider academic opportunities at the

high school level, particularly the addition omeilnation of courses?
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