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Taking the Road Less Traveled:
A Reply to Edmondson and Shannon

Michael Arnold
A1cREL

Rural education scholars have an important dec isio n
to make eac h time they wri te fo r publication. As in Robert
Prost's poem Road Less Traveled. the decision lies in choos­
ing between two mads that lead in different directions. The
fiN mad ha.. been well traveled by rural education schol­
ars. II is a road of biased advocacy. along which -cholars
devore their energte ... IU proving that ...mall scboo l.. are es­
sentially good and tha t preserving them i... pedagogically
and economically ...ound. Although these scholarv are .... ell
intentioned, their bia ...cs lead them to ignore facts and re­
search evidence tha t con trad ict their personal views.

The second road is directed tow ard a crit ical examina­
tion of rural ...chool quatity. It is the one traveled less fre­
quen tly by rural education scholars. Th o...c whn travelthis
path have accepted the values of the scien tific community.
They believe in the importance of accounting for and mini­
mi/ ing biase... that migh t infl uence the research pmcess. of
the preeminence of evidence. and of"disciplined. creative.
and open-minded thinking" (National Research Council.
2002. p. 53) . They also believe in posing important research
questions and inve tigating them u...ing sound research de -
signs that best ans cr those questions. The rccornmenda-
tions to improve education research put forth by the Xanonal
Research Council (2002) and Grover White hurst (2002).
Directo r of the Institute of Education Sciences. come a'i no
surprise to those who travel this road .

TIle intent and timel iness of " Reading Fir ...t Initiative
in Rural Pennsylvania Schoo ls" (Edmondson & Shan non.
200}) are good. There is muc h conversation about the ef­

fccts that No Child Lelt Behind (:S;CLB) will have on rural
~hools. but there i... little in the way of hard data upon .....hich
ro dra .... sound conclu... ions . This ankle would have been a
step toward providing tho-,c data ifthc authors had chosen
to take the road Ie"s traveled.

The manuscript bcgin-, .... ith Shelk)'s claim that
"they're set ting us up: ' This statement is commonly heard
among educators in rural and nonrural contexts. The evi­
dence offered to ...uppon thi ... claim is thai Shelley' s district
did nor rece ive a Reading FiN grant from the Penn...ylva­
nia Department of Education (PO E). The authors describe
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what appears 10 he a laic (If injustice perpetrated on a poor
rural schoo l district that was puni...hcd for not succumbing
to the will of the ...ta te and federal governments. A closer
look at the situation throws serious doubt on the valid ity of
Shelley' ... contention of being set up for failure. at teast in
the context of the Read ing First grant application proce...s.
~Iost troubling is that the authors appear to he more inter­
ested in furthering a political agenda than in discovering
what is really going on with the Reading FiN grants in
Pennsylvania' ... rural ..chuok

To support the ir arg ument. Edmondson and Shannon
iden tify "two sub ...tantiul issues" in Shelley's claim that her
J i...trict was being "se t up : ' The firs t issue is the Read ing
First application process that was dev eloped and imple­
me nted by the POE and approved by the United States
Departme nt of Ed ucation. The problem. as outli ned in the
article, is that Shelley 's dis trict submitted a grant proposal
that was not funded. She believed that it was not funded
bccau-c thc district propo-ed a reading program. the Ohio
State Literacy Framework. that was not sanctioned by the
federal and state govemmcru... . Edmondson and Shannon
are dearly di ...maycd that the state would not accept this
prog ram even tho ugh the district believed that it met the
criterion or being scientifically based.

We can not determi ne the valid ity of Edmondson and
Shannon's claim that "i n cffcctthc state told Shelley that
her distr ict's reading program was too artis t ic, too labor
inten sive to be scicnnflc." They do not provide any infor­
mation about the research base of the Ohio State Literacy
Framework. the rubric used to score proposals. or the 15­
point list of recommended revisions from the PDE. Infor­
mation on the Ohio State Literacy Frame.... ork is available
online (hup:J/www .kosu.orgl). including a document ex­
pressly for the purpose o f providing language that districts
can usc to write a ...ucccvsful proposal for federal funding
t Literacy Collaborative at Ohio State. n.d.) . The authors
could have checked if any other di ...trice, had proposed u...­
ing the Ohio State Literacy Framework to 'ice if they had
similar experiences with thei r propo...al.

It also wo uld have been helpful if the uuthor-, had de­
scri bed the scoring rubrics used to eva luate the proposal to
provide a sense of potential pro blem areas. There we re 20
item s in the scoring rubr ic (PDE. 2(03). anyone of which
could have made the difference between a sun'essful and
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un..ucce....ful proposal. On e weukne....of the propo ..al ..ug­
ge..led in Edmond..on and Shannon i.. that Shelley ' .. di..­
trier proposed 10 fu nd ..profc....ion al advi cor.. to identify
e xi..ring f!ap.. in thei r cu rre nt approach." To rece ive a ra t­
ing of ..~teeb Standard .... on the firs t PO E criterion. the
pro po..al had to " ide ntify ga p.. in curre nt initiatives and
pro grammatic need.. relat ed to ..cicnnfically -ba..cd readin g
research: ' In cs..cnce . the d i..trict b admitting that it did
nOI ident ify gap.. in it.. readi ng program and . a.. a result ,
their proposal ..hould rec....ive the rating Does Not Meet Stan­
dard.

The 15-poi nlli "l of recommende d rcvi ..ion .. provided
by the ..tale ..ugge..t.. rhut there were a number of problem..
with the propo..ul. What were tho..c 15 poi nts? We don ' t
know, becau ..c Edm ond ..on and Shannon did not report
the m. The authors gi\ c 1.1.. fou r ..late guidel ine... noting tha i
"Shelley tho ught thai her orig inal propo..al had me l tho..c
guideli ne..:' Since almo..1everyone tha t ..ubmir s a proposal
believe.. the y have mel propo..ul guideli ne.., the author..
co uld have made a ..rronger cacc for Shel ley' .. cl aim if ..he,
in fact, had ..uccccdcd in th i.. regard .

How ever . the authors do report a ..ig nificam problem:
Shelley", di strict d id nor recei ve ade quate ..upport for re ­
visi ng her d i..trie r's propo..al at the stale capitol meeting .
One can ca..ily ima gine the fru..trat ion of not ge lling hel p
from the pcr ..on who i.. suppo..ed 10 he a....isting yo u. I am
reminded of a former ..tate departmen t o f ed uca tion e m­
plo) l'C (not from Penn..)hanial who to ld me that peo ple at
Ihe depan me nt did nOI worry about the ..mall rura l sc hoo l..
hecau..e these educat or .. pre..umably woul d figu re th ings
out on their own. It is preei..el y the ..mall rura l di 'mi ct s that
need help bc(,.·au..e they oft en lack the ..pedaliled ..tall to

help prepare grant prupo ..ah. Edmo nd..on and Shannon
could ha\ c pnnidcd use ful ins ight into the Ie\el of tec hni­
cal a....istan(·e made a\'ailable to rurnl di ..trich by contact·
ing other di..trict .. to determine if Shelley' s e.'\perie nl:e wa..
commo n or an\ lma lou ...T hey cllUld have also contacted the
di ..trict' .. a....if!ned Reading FiN technical ..uppo n ad vb o r
to de term ine why h~ wa .. not ah le to pro\-ide mo re a....i..­
tanc~ . Perhap-. hc wa!> a"..igned a large number o f di ..tril:h
to ""ork ""ith or maybe Shelley mbundeNood the leve l o f
as ..i..lance that wa .. ava ilahle . 11 would hav e al..n bee n help­
fu l tn lnow a~lUt the ..tructure o f the 3-day meeting .... itll
the Pelln~yl van ia Reading. Fir-.t ..ta ff to undcr..land ""hat
t~hn ica l a....i..tance wa.. pn wi dl'd at the meeting .

Shel ley" .. ""-'Cond issue i.. the "ffi(l\'Cment to privali7e
publi (,.· :-choo l-." in NCLB a.. it play~ 01.11 in her Jiomicl.
Ednlllnd..on and Sh;mnnn male >;l,lIlll: good po inl.. ahout
the account:lhili lY ..tep!> presnihed in NCLB. Their se nti­
ment .. ha\'e bl.·en CI,.'h oed in many venue ... hut the au thors
fail ttl provide a convinci ng argu ment tha t the "lep .. will be
harm ful to ..lUdent.. and the ('omm unity , Indeed. som e of
the author-.' a..'\('nion.. >;l,)und nice hut are o f lillIe ..uh..tan(,.·e .
What does it mean thaI " nolifica tion o f !>choo l failur e [thaI

the ..choo l i.. in ' ..chool improvement' I i.. a rhetorical act
that undercut.. the SdlOO]".. aut hority within a community"?
What authority is bein g undercut-the authority 10 with ­
hold in formation o n how we ll child ren arc doing in school?
There's no evidence that s tude ntlearning improves whe n
the school withhold.. information .

So what' .. go ing. on here'! We know that Shelley' s d i..­
trie r did nOI receive a Read ing First grant in the fir..t round
o f award .. and that ..he feel .. her d i..trict is bein g ..et up . A
vis u to rhe Reading FiN section o f the PDE we b ..ue fhu p:!
Iwww.pde ...tatc.pa.uv) provide..additional infunnation that
Edmondson and Shanno n coul d have incl uded in the ar­
ticl e. Of the 4 3 di ..rricts e lig ible for Reading Fi rst gmnr-, in
Pennsylvania. 28('* (12 di..lricb ) wer e rural (having locale
code .. of "?" or "8" ). Onl y seve n districts received fund ing
in the fiN round of grants. Of tho-c. two di ..triers C!9 'l1
were rural and had con..iderably smalle r enrollmen ts tha n
the 5,000 ..tudcnts in Shelley ' ..di ..trict. ln the second round
of Reading FiN grant.., 21 sites rec eived grant..; four (19%)
were rura l. Given that a lowe r percentage o f rural school
di ..trict v were ..uccessful in the seco nd round , we might
won der whet her rural -chools were put at a di ..advantage .
A report on the experience.. of other rural Penn..ylvania
sc hoolv may have provided greater in..igh t into the fundin g
deci sions. We al..o do not know wheth er Shelley' .. di strict
wa .. succc ....ful in the ..ccon d round of grant awards.

Edmond..o n and Shannon also ove rlook the imponance
of ..ub..tan tiatinf! Shelley '" claim.. ""ilh the Readi ng FiN
..tall at the POE. In..tead, th~) rely al mo..t exclu..i\ely o n
She lley' .. comme nt.. and pen,'cption... There are many re­
..ources ava ilahle o nline that the auth or .. co uld ha \'e eas ily
,lcce....ed to ..upport Shell ey ' .. a..-.ertions and pro vide de ­
ta il-. about Pen n-.yhani a· s Reading Fir-.t pro gram and the
Oh io Sta te Literacy Frdll1C"" or k. ,

It is co mmonly ack nowledge d that1'OCLB i.. a reform
prog ram that n c ate .. unique challenge...... hen applied \0

rural conteXb . Thi.. i..one o f the rea ..on .. why Senator Mike
Enl i (R -Wyoming l founde d the Senat e Rur al Educati on
Caucu .. and why a ..imilar caucus ha.. been formed in the
U,S . Hou~ o f Repre'\('ntati \ e!>, The l-:tJmond>;l,JIl and Sh·
annon art icle could ha \'e bt'Cn an important (,.·onlri bution
tow,lTd increa..ing ou r kno wled ge abo ut what works and
doe ..n't work . leadi ng u.. to ..eel solulion!> thaI fit the rural
co ntext. Unfortunate ly, it i.. o nc in a long line o f e....ay..
that plays to the emot ions and fails to improve our under­
..tand ing of school reform in rura l schooI-.. lndl'Cd, it could
aClually haml ru ral school-. in the long run by direc ting
attention aw ay from real pro blem.. and ineq uitie...

f-:tJmond..on and Shann on may hav e ;1(: tua11y idcntili ed
..if!nificanl i....ue.. related to rural ..choo ls and l'CLB. Hut
because thl.")' have not su b..tant iated their claims, thei r ar·
gume nt i.. wea kencd . Thi .. article doubtles..ly will be em ­
bra(·cd by ma ny rura l ed ucal itln advocate.., but they are not
the one.. Yo ho should pay mo re anc nt ion to rural schoo l-.
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and communities. How do we gct information and kno wl­
edge to those who need convincing? Robert Frost point s
the way: "Two roads diverged in a wood: And I took the
one less traveled by; And that has made all the difference ."
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