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Overview:  
The Rural Low- Income Schools Program was started in 2003, under an amendment to 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. This allowed the Department of 
Education to award rural low-income schools grants to help make up for the lack of funding from 
local taxes. As Part One: The Achievement Gap and The Cycle of Poverty of this paper lays out, 
we know that the achievement gap between low-income and high-income students is continuing 
to get larger, and underfunding schools makes it harder for children in poverty to escape it. The 
decision of the U.S. Department of Education to switch to using Census poverty data instead of 
the more accurate and up-to-date free and reduced-costs school lunch data that has been used 
since the start of the program. This will kick over 800 schools nationwide off the program, 
including 62 in Oklahoma. These schools need funding from RLIS to pay teachers, provide 
enrichment, and in some cases, just keep the lights on. It is crucial that an amendment is passed 
to Title V, Part B, Subpart 2 (b) (1) to continue using school lunch data to report poverty in order 
to decrease the burden on our schools and stop budget cuts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part One: The Achievement Gap and the Cycle of Poverty 
 
A.) What is the Achievement Gap? 

The achievement gap in education usually refers to racial disparities in academic 
achievement, but while the racial disparities in education have narrowed over the years, the 
achievement gap between low-income and high-income students has grown. The gap has 
expanded roughly 40% when comparing those born in the 1970s and those born in 2001 
(Reardon, 2011). Low-income schools cannot afford the same amount of teachers, curriculum, or 
enrichment activities. Even if the same amount can be afforded, high-income schools usually 
have a better quality of teachers and supplies. This impacts students from the very beginning and 
continues through college. Two of many examples are only 46 % of 3-6-year-olds in poverty can 
write their names, compared 64% not in poverty (Sacks, 2016) and low-income college students 
have a 25% percent drop-out rate after two years compared with the high-income student rate of 
around 8% after two years (The Hamilton Project, 2017). Figure 4 shows more of the disparities 
in early college between low-income and high-income students. 

 
 
 
B.) What is the community impact? 
 Poverty is a cycle. As shown in Figure 2.1, 
individuals born into poverty receive a lower-
quality of education and therefore receive fewer 
opportunities than those born into higher-earning 
families. A study on the intergenerational effects 
of poverty found that of people who experienced 
moderate or high poverty during childhood, 
between 35%-46% were poor throughout early 
and middle adulthood (Wagmiller & Adelman, 
2009). In compassion, of those who experienced 
low to moderate poverty, 13% were poor in early 



adulthood and 7% were poor in middle adulthood. Of those who never experienced poverty, 4% 
were poor in early adulthood and less than 1% in middle adulthood. These incomes all play into 
community well-being as many initiatives are funding through tax dollars.   
 
Figure 3 

C.) Why do these schools have a funding 
problem? 
 In addition to community initiatives being 
funded from tax dollars, schools are funded 
from property taxes. Although funding 
differs from school to school, a general rule 
of thumb is 45% local funding, 45% state 
funding, 10% federal funds (NPR Morning 
Edition). Since property value also differs, 
even in different blocks of the same city, 
45% of a school’s budget can look 
drastically different, even for schools of the 
same size. Figure 3 from NPR shows the 
disparities in per-pupil spending across the 

nation. Poor areas have lower property value and in turn, their school’s funding is less than that 
of higher-income areas. Another issue is if schools are rural, and there is just a lack of property 
to create enough taxes to fund them. This directly impacts a school’s ability to hire quality 
educators, fund enrichment programs, and do basic school maintenance.  
 
D.) The Creation of the Rural Low Income Schools Program 
 To help school districts with funding and other operations, The Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965 was passed. This allowed the Department of Education to 
award grants to schools that lack sufficient funding. Title V, Part B, Subpart 2 of the act written 
in 2002 allowed for additional funding to be awarded to schools that were rural and low-income 
and created the RLIS Program. Here are the qualifications for local awards from Title V Part B, 
Sub-Part 2 (b) (1) that outline the criteria: 
 
LOCAL AWARDS.— 

1. ELIGIBILITY.—A local educational agency shall be eligible to receive a grant under this 
subpart if— 
(A)(i) 20 percent or more of the children ages 5 through 17 years served by the local 
educational agency are from families with incomes below the poverty line; and 
(ii) all of the schools served by the agency are designated with a locale code of 32, 33, 
41, 42, or 43, as determined by the Secretary; or 
(B) the agency meets the criteria established in clause (i) of subparagraph (A) and the 
Secretary, in accordance with paragraph (2), grants the local educational agency’s request 
to waive the criteria described in clause (ii) of such subparagraph. 

 
 
 



Part Two: The Purposes of RLIS and RLIS Determining Eligibility  
 
A.) How Can RLIS funds be used? 
 Funds from the Rural Low-Income School Program help schools cover a variety of costs. 
The Department of Education says the funds for RLIS can be used in five categories: Improving 
Basic Programs Operated by local education agencies; Supporting Effective Instruction; 
Language Instruction for English Learners and Immigrant Students; Student Support and 
Academic Enrichment; and Parental Involvement Activities.   
 
B.) How many schools receive RLIS funds? 

In 2019, there were 17,824 schools that received RLIS funds according to the Department 
of Education, all of which were public. The Nation Center for Education Statistics’s most recent 
data on the number of schools in the U.S. is from 2018 and lists the total number of elementary 
and secondary schools as 130,930 and of those 98,469 are public schools. This means that 13% 
of all schools receive RLIS funding and that 18% of public schools receive RLIS funding. In 
total, $97,993,574 in funding was distributed according to the Department of Education.  

 
C.) How has the RLIS program helped? 
 The Department of Education website lists a number of examples of how the RLIS funds 
help close the achievement gap for rural and low-income schools. These include:  

● A school district offers an afterschool enrichment program for English learners. 
● A school district pays the stipend for a prospective teacher to work alongside an effective 

teacher, who is the teacher of record, for a full academic year. 
● A school district develops an entrepreneurial education program to supplement its civics 

curriculum. 
● A school district purchases bully prevention materials for all schools. 

Schools rely on these funds to have basic instruction crucial to education and proper childhood 
development, as well as continuing to train new teachers. Without this funding, low-income 
students would struggle with academics, but also with proper socialization that is provided 
through things like civics courses and bullying prevention.  
 
D.) What has been used to measure school poverty? 
 As mentioned earlier, the local awards criteria are outlined in Title V,  Part B, SubPart 2, 
(b)(1) in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. Since 2003, the line “20 percent 
or more of the children ages 5 through 17 years served by the local educational agency” was 
determined by the percent of children that received free or reduced-cost lunches at the school. In 
January of 2020, the Department of Education announced it would require schools to use Small 
Area Income and Poverty Estimates from the Census Bureau for the Fall 2020-Spring 2021 
school year (Green, 2020). After bi-partisan backlash from Congress, Secretary of Education 
Betsy DeVos pushed the change to the Fall 2021-Spring 2022 school year (Green, 2020).  
 
Part Three: The Impacts of Switching 
 
A.) Which is more accurate? 
 The data schools collect is based off what percent of students receive free and reduced-
cost lunches are much more accurate than the Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates. First, 



the Census can miss residents in rural areas, which is crucial to count when considering funding 
for rural schools. Second, the lunch data is collected every year, not every 10 like the Census. 
Third, the lunch data is closer to the real numbers, since students cannot receive free or reduced-
cost lunches without filling out the necessary paperwork and being registered in the system. 
 
B.) How many schools will lose funding? 
  An estimated 800 schools would no longer qualify for the Rural-Low Income school 
program with this change (Green, 2020). Individual schools would face budget cuts ranging from 
$30,000 to $100,000 dollars. Qualifying Oklahoma schools alone would be cut from 144 to 82 
and the state would lose over $1 million dollars in education funding (Green, 2020). Chuck 
McCauley, the superintendent of Bartlesville Public Schools spoke about the computer program 
that the school funded through RLIS funds. “We started the technology initiative because we 
really needed to level the playing field for them in their next steps,” he said. “Without those 
funds, we would not be where we are today” (Green, 2020). Matt Holder, the Sulphur Public 
Schools superintendent said the new criteria would cost the elementary school a reading 
specialist. “It’s important for us to have someone on staff to work with these students and get 
them where they need to be,” Mr. Holder said. “I feel like we’re cutting from the most 
vulnerable” (Green, 2020).  Rural, low-income schools across the country face this dilemma, 
they were just getting their students caught up, and now they will have to cut programs that 
helped them succeed.  
 
C.) What is the impact even on schools that will keep the funding? 
 Even schools that keep the funding will face the struggle of using new criteria. In low-
income schools, there is usually a faculty and staff storage. This means even administrators will 
sometimes teach classes or sponsor clubs. They simply do not have extra time. The current 
system has been in place for 17 years, which is longer than many schools’ admins have been in 
their positions. Asking administrators who already go beyond their job description and give their 
extra time to their schools to figure out what these new criteria mean for them will just cause 
students to suffer in the end.   
 
D.) What does this mean in the context of the COVID-19 Pandemic?  
 Because of the COVID-19 Pandemic, schools are already facing budget shortfalls. 
Making more cuts to already struggling schools will just hurt teachers and students, in some 
cases physically. An Okmulgee Public Schools administrator, who spoke on the condition of 
anonymity, spoke of the impact the change would have on their district, even though Okmulgee 
would still receive funding. “Admins have to consider the normal activities that come with the 
school year, that added to the stress of teaching during a pandemic has created long days, 
multiple zoom meetings, and plans constantly changing due to new information. [The criteria 
change] feels like a change for change’s sake and offers nothing but more work and loss to our 
rural school systems, who are already struggling.” the admin said. Rural schools cannot handle 
more distress and budget cuts at this time.  
 
 
 
 
 



Part Four: How We Fix It 
  
A.) What legislation would need to be passed? 
 For a problem that has such big impacts, it has a relatively simple solution that even the 
Department of Education is in favor of (Green, 2020). That is an amendment to Title V, Part B, 
Subpart 2 (b) (1) allowing for the poverty determination to be based on the percent of students 
who receive free or reduced-cost lunches needs to be passed. Continuing to cut funds from low-
income schools will only cause the achievement gap to widen. These schools rely on the RLIS 
program to provide basic education to their students and adequately prepare them for life after K-
12 schooling. Census data is simply not accurate enough and a change from the reporting 
methods of the past 17 years will needlessly harm low-income rural schools and their students.   
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