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Abstract: In recent years, rural education has come to the forefront. Data has shown increasing 

numbers of schools in rural areas lack qualified educators to teach in high need areas like special 

education and early intervention. In the most rural and isolated communities, there might not be a 

single college or university for hundreds of miles. Those with teaching licenses typically cannot leave 

their jobs to pursue additional endorsements. This paper delves into the use of distance education as 

a means of allowing those in rural areas to attend an online program to obtain training and licenses 

needed to fill vacant teaching positions and asserts that these programs are critical to rural educators 

earning the credentials needed to fill positions in these high need areas and to provide quality 

professional development to rural school districts.  
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Introduction 

 
 Access to education has been a hotly debated topic of many years. While there are few people that would 

surmise that access to a robust education is not a good thing, there have been major road blocks. Such a road block 

has been filling vacant teaching positions. Without teachers, there is no education. State and local school boards have 

been tasked with filling these roles. Unfortunately, in many areas, there are not enough candidates to fill the positions. 

While teacher shortages have been felt across the nation, it has been rural areas that have been hit the hardest. Rural 

school districts are at a disadvantage when it comes to bringing in new teachers. By default, rural school districts are 

smaller, have less people, less support for teachers, more isolated, and the pay is much less than school districts in 

larger areas. Something must be done; it is unacceptable that students are not given full access to a robust and 

worthwhile education. While there is not one immediate fix to solve the issue of teacher shortages in rural areas, there 

are steps that can be taken to prepare more teachers, increase support, improve training, and a build a network of 

educators that will allow for teachers to communicate effectively while miles apart. Distance and online education is 

a wise place to start.  

The 21st century saw the rise of technology. As technology became more advanced; computers, laptops, and 

tablets have become commonplace in many homes. These devices, poised to connect to the world via web, have 

changed the face of distance education (Kentnor, 2015). Online and distance education degree programs grew out of 

the need to meet the educational needs of students that could not be at the same place and time as their instructors 

(Naidu, 2014).  These programs have released students from the confines of four walls and makes education assessible 

to all students that are ready and willing to learn. Naidu (2014) asserts that not only is distance education innovating 

learning, but that is less expensive and more sustainable than many on-campus programs. Chiero & Beare (2015) echo 

this sentiment asserting that online programs are “highly viable” and equal to traditional programs. Distance programs 

were created, and students began to take classes online. Unlike the correspondence classes of yester year, students of 

online programs could now earn a degree on pace with their on-campus peers (Kentnor, 2015). Online programs allow 

teachers and students to communicate via discussion boards, emails, and even share information over video chats. 

Furthermore, students complete work in line with a syllabus that is provided to them at the beginning of the class. The 

deadlines are set, but students can complete their assignments at their leisure. The convenience of instant 
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communication, flexibility, and accessibility allow students all over the world to earn a quality degree without having 

to sacrifice employment or relocate (Kentnor, 2015). For rural school districts and educators, online and distance 

education programs offer a means by which to train and prepare educators to take positions that had previously been 

left unfilled.  

 

 

Distance Education and Rural Educators  

 
The shortage of qualified teachers in high need fields has been an issue for decades. The late 1980s brought 

about the first distance education programs. Unfortunately, the internet was still in its infancy. These post-

baccalaureate courses were held via one-way video or broadcasted by satellite to reach teachers in the most rural areas 

(Ludlow & Brannan, 1999).  The University of Utah began a distance education program in 1985 to assist rural 

educators with new technologies in behavioral management (Sebastian, Egan, & Mayhew, 2009). The program was 

held via television and two cohorts of rural students attended the course via local extension sites. The same course 

was also offered to a group of students local to the university. At the completion of the course, it was determined that 

there were no significant differences in learning among the two rural and local groups. Those students that attended 

from a rural area did express that having more frequent feedback and contact with instructor would be helpful to the 

overall experience. In future cohorts, the instructor held pre-class meetings via telephone to answer questions that 

students may have. (Sebastian et, al., 2009). Students found the program helpful and many expressed that gaining 

additional skills in behavioral management was useful in their classrooms and in working with their high need 

students.  

  Subsequently, in 1999 Ludlow and Brannan completed their study of 32 rural distance education programs 

catering to certifications in high need areas, predominantly special education (Ludlow & Brannan, 1999). They wanted 

to determine if these distance education programs would be successful in filling vacant, high need teaching positions. 

At the completion of the study, Ludlow and Brannan determined that rural educators in the distance education 

programs were earning the certifications needed to teach in special education classrooms and were subsequently 

employed in these positions. The ease of taking classes in their area allowed these educators to fill a teaching need 

that would have otherwise been unmet. Ludlow and Brannan (1999) asserted that distance education would be a “major 

factor” in the future for providing qualified teachers in rural areas. 

Ludlow and Brannan were correct in their hypothesis. Nearly 20 years later, special education and other high 

need teaching positions continue to remain unfilled in rural areas. These distance education programs are a critical 

entity in providing rural educators the coursework and experiences needed to teach in these high need areas. In some 

states, rural areas did not have a single educator that is fully certified to teach special education and turnover rates 

remain astronomically high. Some districts assert that they may see a 100% turnover rate within three years for special 

education teachers (Rooks-Ellis, 2017). Within the last decade, many states have created state-wide programs to not 

only fill these high need positions, but create the support needed to keep teachers in these positions.  

As of 2009, Idaho remains one of the most rural states in the nation. Sixty-two of the 112 school districts in 

the state have less than 1000 people (Johnson, Humphrey, & Allred, 2009). Despite the rurality of the state, there is 

increasing diversity among its students. On average, special education teachers leave their positions within three years 

due to high stress, lack of training, and little, if any mentorship (Johnson et, al., 2009). Given the low rates of residents 

with baccalaureate degrees (25%) many special education classes were being led by those with only a provisional 

teaching license and sometimes by those with no certifications (Johnson et, al., 2009). Changes in educational law put 

additional strain on local, rural school districts. The regulations around 2004 IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act) and 2001 NCLB (No Child Left Behind) mandated that students in special education classrooms must 

be taught by teachers that are highly qualified and fully certified (Johnson et, al., 2009).  School districts quickly came 

to the consensus that in order to remain accredited, something needed to be done to attract and prepare educators to 

teach in special education and other high need areas.  

To combat the growing number of vacancies and to meet federal educational mandates, the state board of 

education worked with the University of Boise to create a certification and mentorship program for educators that 

were willing to teach special education. The TATERS (Technology Accentuated Transformative Education for Rural 

Specialists) Program was offered entirely online and allowed educators to move through coursework together. The 

program also developed a state-wide mentoring program that supervised field placements and provided support to 

educators earning credentials in special education (Johnson et, al., 2009). Additionally, the program collaborated with 

the IRIS Center and Vanderbilt University to provide more robust training for rural educators as well as creative 

initiatives to attract more culturally diverse teaching candidates. (Johnson et, al., 2009). The TATERS program was 



 
 

not only successful in fully credentialing rural educators but changing the dynamics of the schools itself. The state-

wide mentoring served as a resource for curriculum related questions and allowed rural special education teachers a 

place seek support. Supported teachers have lower rates of burn out and therefore are staying their positions longer.  

Maine, much like the state of Idaho is predominantly rural. The turnover rates for special education and early 

interventionists continued to rise in the last decades. Given the rurality of school districts there were frequently no 

educators that were prepared to take on these positions. (Rooks-Ellis, 2017). In 2014, Early Childhood Opportunity 

Scholars project was created to address the overwhelming lack of professionals prepared to work in early education 

and special education programs in Maine (Rooks-Ellis, 2017). The Early Childhood Opportunity Scholars project is a 

36-credit master’s level degree offered via distance learning. The program also allowed students to earn a state 

certification for birth- five years in early intervention (Rooks-Ellis, 2017).  The program lasted two-and-a-half-years 

and admitted 59 students. Fourteen of the 59 students received a full tuition stipend with the agreement to work in 

special education and/or early intervention upon completion of the program (Rooks-Ellis, 2017).  

The distance program required no on-campus classes. Thus, it allowed students from all over the state to 

attend, even those in the most rural corners of the state. The students completed coursework at their own pace and 

worked with community partners and organizations to find internship placements to hone the skills that they had 

learned (Rooks-Ellis, 2017).  At the completion of cohort, all 45 students (100%) had completed their master’s degree 

and earned their early intervention certifications. Additionally, all 45 students were employed in early intervention 

positions, 49% holding leadership positions (Rooks-Ellis, 2017).  

 

 

Distance Education and Alternative Liscensure 
  

 The above programs have catered to current teachers in rural areas, but it is important to consider another 

means to gain teachers in high-need areas. The alternative licensure movement first came to fruition in the early 2000s 

in the Southeast, as a means to bring those that had not previously earned an education degree into the teaching fields 

(Wighting, 2017). As of 2016, nearly one in three new teachers in the United States have followed an alternative route 

to licensure (Wighting, 2017). Applicants to the alternative licensure programs had earned baccalaureate degrees in 

other areas, and many of which had worked in another profession for a number of years prior to deciding to return for 

a teaching certification.  At first these alternative licensing programs required some face to face work, but some 

students expressed they could not make a hybrid program work due to location and in 2009, there was a switch to 

make some programs entirely online. By 2014, the programs were now offered completely online and averaged 70 

students per year. These eight-week programs are taught by educational professions and build upon the professional 

experience and knowledge of students. Students communicate through discussion boards and are given modules that 

prepare them for managing a classroom, gaining teaching skills, and creating curriculum to state standards.  Upon 

completion of the program and earning their teaching licenses, 95% of students began to work in public schools 

(Wighting, 2017).  

 Once hired, these first-year teachers worked closely with a mentor assigned by their program. During this 

first year, their mentor is available to assist with lesson planning, classroom management, and teaching techniques 

(Wighting, 2017). To determine the overall success of these online alternative teaching programs, research was 

conducted in 2016 to determine how many program graduates found teaching positions and have remained employed 

over the last five years. Of the 218 students that had completed the program in the last five years, 179 (82%) were still 

employed in public schools (Wighting, 2017). These teachers can be key in filling vacant positions. Many alternative 

licensure programs focus on the “Ten High Needs Areas” for their local area and encourage students to earn credentials 

in those areas.  Research has also shown that teachers that have completed online alternative licensure are more likely 

to stay in teaching profession than those that originally earned a teaching license (Wighting, 2017). Perhaps, this is 

due to many of those earning alterative licensure having been successful in their first careers and turning to education 

to share experiences and follow a passion for education.   

 

 

Things to Consider About Rural Educators and Distance Education 
 

By removing the barriers of place and time, online and distance education has allowed rural educators to earn 

a valuable degree (Peterson & Bond, 2004). However, there is still room for improvements in terms of application and 

delivery of these distance learning programs and professional development that follows. Many of these students may 

never step foot on campus. It important to ensure that in all online and distance education that expectations are clear, 



 
 

curriculum is strong, community partnerships are formed, and that student have the support they need. Specifically, 

practicum, a guided supervised teaching experience. A practicum is critical to assist educators in learning the real 

needs and solutions for their classrooms (Veletsianos, 2012).   

Distance education programs require a considerable time commitment, and this is especially true when 

working with students in rural areas (Mensch, 2015). Students in rural areas are more isolated and may not be able to 

drive to the college or university to ask for assistance. It is critical all students are given an orientation to online 

learning. This orientation provides a throughout explanation of class expectations, scheduling, and the platforms that 

will be used (Mensch, 2015). Additionally, an orientation allows students to become more comfortable with online 

platforms and interactive voice/video applications prior to class starting (Mensch, 2015). Secondly, strong coursework 

is important. As rural educators are taking classes to earn degrees and endorsements in high needs areas, they want to 

feel assured that they are well prepared for the jobs they hope to fill.  (Ashfaq & Ajmal, 2016). Similarly, it is important 

that instructors make efforts to differentiate coursework and assignments (Wu, 2014). Just like their own students, 

rural educators also learn in a variety of modalities. Incorporating audio, visual, and hands on training ensures that 

students are getting the most from the program (Wu, 2014).       

Given that most students will never go to the main campus, community partnerships are key to setting up 

internships for students.  School districts must work with these online programs to create community internships and 

seek out professional development. These internships are critical to the completion of the program. An educator simply 

could not be certified to teach, if they had not practiced the skills in a supervised environment. The practical experience 

allows rural educators to apply the skills that they have learned online in everyday situations in their communities 

(Ashfaq & Ajmal, 2016). With strong community internships, rural educators are then able to communicate with their 

instructors about progress, concerns, and any other issues that may arise prior to completion of the program.  

Last, but surely not the least important is ensuring that students have the support that they need. Research 

has shown that attrition rates among distance learners are higher than conventional students due to feelings of isolation 

(Parks, Gregory, Fletcher, Adlington, & Gromik, 2015). This is particularly salient among students in rural areas. 

Rural students may not have another person in their area attending the program.  It is critical that instructors have 

frequent communication with students and create a place where students can communication with each other, like a 

discussion board (Parks et, al., 2015).  

 

 

The Importance of Continued Training and Professional Development 

 
The aforementioned examples shed light onto the desperate need for highly-trained and qualified educators 

in rural areas. Distance education programs like those offered in Idaho, Maine, and via online alternative licensure 

offer an incredible opportunity for many educators to gain new skills and certifications. However, there is still a need 

to develop teachers that are able to effectively work with an increasing diverse group of students (Muilenburg & 

Berge, 2015). While great steps have been taken to prepare teachers for these positions, there is much more that needs 

to be done to ensure ongoing training is meeting the needs of both the educators and their students. There continues 

to be a lack of research regarding professional development and training (Veletsianos, 2012). Furthermore, continued 

professional development is a critical entity in providing education and care for an ever-changing population of 

learners. Districts will have to look for web-based professional development courses and reach out to local and state-

wide resources to find training programs to keep not only teachers in high-need classrooms up to date on new studies, 

techniques, and protocols, but to also provide cross-training for all teachers and staff.  

Like initial certifications, continued professional development is another area in which rural educators are 

lagging. In 2017, Oklahoma Rural Schools Research Alliance completed a data collection project researching educator 

professional development across the state. The results provided an interesting view into means of professional 

development for rural and non-rural schools (Peltola, 2017). Only 61% of rural schools offered any training with 

collaborative learning, compared to over 90% of non-rural schools that offer professional development that allowed 

educators to work together to solve current issues or concerns (Peltola, 2017). Similarly, rural schools were less likely 

to have peer mentoring or mentor teachers (Peltola, 2017).  Given the geographic isolation of their areas, and the 

relatively small pool of teachers, there are few teachers that share interests or expertise. In short, rural school districts 

are less like to be able to rely on other each other present new data and techniques (Peltola, 2017).   

Although professional development has proven more difficult in rural areas, this is not to say that there is not 

hope. It is important to reach out to local and state resources to bring in live trainings that allow educators to interact 

one on one with the trainer. These trainings allow educators to ask questions and brainstorm. Unfortunately, it is not 

always possible to bring in trainers and districts may need to turn to web-based professional development just as they 
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did for initial teacher certifications (Dobo, 2017). The Kentucky Valley Education Corporation partnered with twenty-

two districts to create “micro-credentials.” These “micro-credentials” are web-based courses that allow educators to 

complete training courses based on a specific skill such as behavior modification, integrating technology, or classroom 

management. These courses are free and have been designed specifically for the educational needs of that community 

(Dobo, 2017). This allows educators to focus on concerns salient to their classrooms and not a theoretical classroom 

that may not resemble theirs. 

Web-based and online professional development programs have been successful. The National Education 

Association asserts that web-based professional development allows for professional community building amongst 

teachers, creation of mentoring programs, and allows for skill workshops to be given to a large audience in an 

affordable manner (Cavanaugh, 2013). The ability to build a professional community and foster mentorship is 

particularly vital to rural educators (Cavanaugh, 2013). The ease in meeting with an online mentor weekly to go over 

questions, field concerns, and get pointers to improve effectiveness is important for any new teacher, but even more 

so for a newly minted rural educator starting their teaching journey in a high need area. Professional development will 

be an ongoing need and with more web-based trainings becoming available, administrators in rural areas have a means 

by which to supplement live professional development trainings.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

          Distance learning programs offer opportunities to rural educators that they would not likely have otherwise. 

Whether the programs allow currently licensed teachers to earn new skills and/ or credentials or reach out to those in 

other fields hoping to pursue their passion for education, the results are noteworthy. These programs not only assist 

rural educators in getting the training needed to be highly qualified practitioners and bring new potential teachers to 

the area, they also improve services to the most vulnerable students. Changes to distance education have made the 

educational process easier to manage. Students are able to attend school at their convenience, remain in their current 

jobs, and are able to earn additional certifications without having to always earn an entirely new degree in the case of 

those seeking alternative licensure. While students no longer need to wait weeks or months for their coursework, it is 

imperative that states and school districts recognized that there are still obstacles to earning these certifications and/or 

degrees and getting needed professional development. Distance learning has grown by leaps and bound over the last 

two decades and many improvements have been made in both the quality of the education and its delivery. Such 

improvements are and will continuously be made to increase the effectiveness of distance learning education and its 

ability to prepare, train, credential, and support rural educators across the nation.  
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