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Rural Virginia Initiative 
 
Executive Summary 
 

Virginia’s rural areas trail Virginia’s cities in many measures of community well-being because 
of numerous factors that reinforce one another: loss of jobs, loss of population, lower educational 
attainment rates, lack of internet access, and scarce and unaffordable health care. Making matters 
worse, in rural areas the dispersion of the population across vast geographic areas, often with 
difficult terrain, raises the per-person cost of providing most basic services.   
 
Working toward solutions for these interrelated challenges will require a broad-based, long-term 
approaches and not exclusively the traditional economic-development approach. Many 
businesses will continue to decline to relocate or expand in rural areas, for example, if they 
expect to find a well-educated and healthy workforce with access to quality education. Issues of 
educational quality, physical and mental health, and economic opportunity are inextricably 
intertwined, and efforts to address these issues cannot be undertaken in isolation. 
 
For the economic and social well-being of all Virginians—urban, suburban and rural—it is 
important that rural Virginians flourish. Faculty from the University of Virginia and the 
University of Virginia’s College at Wise convened to consider the challenges facing rural 
Virginia and to propose potential solutions. Several immediate concrete recommendations 
emerged from the discussions. 
 

• Extend broadband access throughout the Commonwealth, with renewed focus and 
attention to providing last-mile connections for local police, fire, schools, hospitals, other 
community service providers, businesses, and citizens. Continue efforts to create a 
statewide broadband policy.  

• Develop local social and economic improvement “blueprints” — detailed, comprehensive 
plans for improvements — by convening all types of local stakeholders, including 
industry, small business owners, schools, elected officials. These blueprints should be 
regional in focus. 

• Develop and fund a state-level service to provide localities with short-term grant-writing 
expertise, and in the process determine the necessary level of personnel staffing for this 
service. Many federal programs and dollars could be tapped by rural localities with an 
infusion of professional grant-writing know-how. 

• Provide technical support for entrepreneurs who aspire to open small businesses, and 
make them aware of available sources of low-interest and “patient” capital. 

• Remove technical, legal, regulatory, and cost obstacles to telehealth and distance-learning 
opportunities. Reduce or eliminate barriers to the use of telehealth in improving access to 
care and mitigating workforce shortages. Ensure that Medicaid programs provide parity 
coverage for evidence-based telehealth-facilitated care models in particular as Medicaid 
expands. Ensure coverage of virtual healthcare services provided to children in schools 
and, as appropriate, to all Medicaid beneficiaries in homes and other settings. 

• Encourage school districts to work with community non-profits and higher education 
institutions in partnership to expand pre-K education and child care availability and to 
offer after-school programs. 
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• Review and revise as necessary public school funding allocation methods to offset 
declining revenues stemming from declining enrollments. 

• Develop state-level promotional materials that tout the assets of rural areas, including 
natural beauty, clean air and water, recreational opportunities, and cultural assets. 

• Purchase media placements in metropolitan media along the east coast to encourage 
tourism and business relocation. 

• Because of shifts in population and other changes over time, comprehensively and 
regularly review all funding formulas and allocation methods embedded in the Code of 
Virginia and in regulations to ensure adequate resources are available.  

 
These recommendations and more are developed in this white paper, which is intended as a 
starting point for conversations with higher education leaders, government agency partners, and 
other stakeholders statewide.  
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Economic Development and Workforce Creation: Challenges and Potential Solutions  
 
The Role of Public Higher Education 
 

Universities, regional higher education centers, and community colleges can play an important 
and unique role in rural economic and workforce development. Higher education institutions can 
serve as neutral conveners, bringing together groups from industry, government, and academia to 
discuss common interests and generate new ideas. We can leverage assets and open our networks 
to help partners access information, tap resources, and stimulate new partnerships. There are 
opportunities for universities to extend and build upon existing programs in ways that enable 
communities to shape activities to best meet their needs. And we can confer with industry to 
understand current and future workforce demands so we can identify pathways for students of all 
ages to gain the knowledge and skills needed to participate in the knowledge economy.   
 
Convening Conversations 
 

Blueprints 
Universities can partner with regional areas to convene stakeholders and map a comprehensive 
framework/plan for stimulating economic development and addressing workforce challenges. 
These efforts can complement, rather than duplicate, the work of the “GO Virginia” initiative 
that incentivizes collaboration among business, education, and government partners to strengthen 
the economy. The blueprint approach aligns with best practices in terms of problems being 
identified by the region, and supporting their efforts to come up with solutions for the region 
based on unique assets and strengths. This has been done successfully in Southwest Virginia 
with blueprints in healthcare, advanced manufacturing, and entrepreneurship,1 all of which 
included recommendations and strategies at all levels of the workforce. 
 
Forums 
UVA-Wise hosts an annual Economic Forum to bring the Southwest Virginia region together to 
promote opportunities, make connections, and ignite the region to action. Local bank CEO Leton 
Harding sees value in the forum:  

“The 2018 Southwest Virginia Economic Forum is a venue to gather those who want to 
return to our roots of self-determination, to attract industries and people to a place of 
creative opportunity in a world where a person’s intellect and capabilities are the labor of 
the 21st century much as the manual labor and work ethic of the pioneers carved out a future 
from the wilderness. …we should find ways to collectively build the economic structures of 
the future. A good place to start our pioneering journey is at the UVA-Wise [Economic] 
Summit.” 

 
Facilitation 
An important facet of convening conversation is facilitation, which is especially effective when it 
is sustained over time. This facilitation allows the regional stakeholders to focus on the content 
of the discussion and provides the structure needed to spur action and sustain it. An example of a 
successful, community-wide economic development initiative facilitated by UVA is the Clinch 
River Valley Initiative (CRVI). This involves dozens of participants from local and state 
government, K12 educators, student groups, federal agencies, NGOs, non-profits, etc., who 
began meeting in 2010 and created five action groups. The community’s progress has been 
                                                           
1 http://approject.org/resources/reports/#tab-blueprints 
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remarkable. To date the community has received funding to create a linear state park, revitalized 
downtown areas, and developed access points, trails, and campgrounds along the Clinch River to 
attract tourism. Elements that have significantly contributed to the success of CRVI, and which 
could serve as a model in other regions2, include: 

o Inclusive to all stakeholders 
o Active action groups 
o Building trust and legitimacy 
o Facilitation and coordination 
o Consensus based decision-making 
o Tracking progress over time 

 
Leveraging Assets 
 

Open Networks 
Universities can open up their academic, government, and corporate networks to rural 
communities, providing access to global opportunities in education, training, and job placement. 
This can take many forms, including: invitations to conferences, introductions to decision makers 
and influencers, joint presentations, connections to seed and venture capital funds, hosting 
meetings and conferences in the region to raise visibility, etc. 
 
Extend Existing Programs 
Higher education institutions can examine existing programs and, where aligned with regional 
interests, extend those programs as appropriate, possibly through regional higher education 
centers. One example is the Advanced Manufacturing Centers of Excellence, which grew out of 
a university-industry partnership initiative for an Advanced Manufacturing Apprentice Academy 
based near Richmond. The concept is to establish a network of workforce training centers that 
can leverage assets and resources among all the centers.  
 
Inventory and Collaborate on Projects 
Academic institutions are engaged in a variety of projects across the Commonwealth, yet there is 
no central inventory of these initiatives. Through the Appalachian Prosperity Project, which 
served as a catalyst for the blueprints in Southwest Virginia, UVA-Wise has maintained a 
repository of initiatives identified by communities and frequently provides project ideas to other 
academic institutions wishing to engage in the region. Through their GO Virginia support 
organization role, the College at Wise is compiling an inventory of initiatives underway by 
academic institutions. This repository of projects could reveal opportunities for collaboration or 
potential gaps, and could be replicated across the state. 
 
Entrepreneurship 
Rural communities that have trouble attracting large industrial projects may consider also 
focusing on entrepreneurship as an economic development engine. Small companies account for 
the majority of net new jobs created in the U.S. Given the investment in rural broadband 
connectivity in Virginia, it is possible to establish and grow companies outside of urban areas. 
UVA’s College at Wise has been successful in promoting entrepreneurship as an economic 
development strategy, and its model could be replicated in other regions. The development of the 
Blueprint for Entrepreneurial Growth and Economic Prosperity in Southwest Virginia was the 
                                                           
2 http://www.clinchriverva.com/crvi-model-and-infographic/ 



 

5 
 

catalyst to launch Opportunity SWVA, which is a network of 30 entrepreneurial and small 
business support organizations working across a four-planning-district, 17-county area in the 
western part of the Commonwealth. This network has spurred more than 40 business plan 
competitions. Within the past three years, more than 100 new businesses were formed and more 
than 300 new jobs created in the region. Experience with startups and creating an entrepreneurial 
ecosystem can be shared with interested communities. 
 
Addressing Workforce Needs 
 

Partnerships with Industry 
Companies located in rural areas often struggle to meet their workforce needs. Declining and 
aging populations present challenges as employers struggle to fill open positions. Universities 
and community colleges can proactively reach out to local businesses to understand the hiring 
gaps and work together to create new programs, align curriculum, develop internships, etc. Both 
“hard” and “soft” skills are in demand. Ongoing professional development and customized 
training programs can help the current workforce advance in a rapidly changing economic 
landscape. 
 
Universities may also convene higher education institutions within a region’s labor shed and 
work with economic development professionals to develop sector-specific educational supply 
chain strategies aligned with the region’s targeted industries. 
 
United Way of Southwest Virginia has a significant initiative, the “Ignite” program, which 
introduces middle school students to career opportunities. Engaging approximately 29K students 
in Southwest Virginia, United Way is working to expand this initiative to include internships for 
high school students. Universities can engage with initiatives such as this to help highlight career 
pathways and provide thought leadership for the initiative. 
 
Steps to take first to address the respective challenges 
 
1. Consider replicating the economic development blueprint model that was successfully used 

in Southwest Virginia to develop strategic plans for entrepreneurship, education, health, 
and advanced manufacturing. Modify as appropriate for each region to reflect the 
respective cultures, issues, and assets. 

2. Consider replicating the Southwest Virginia Economic Forum in other parts of Virginia, 
to highlight opportunities, make connections, and draw attention to the respective regions. 

3. Create a database that can help to identify research partnerships that maximize the 
investment in our research infrastructure and match community needs with research 
opportunities. 

4. Universities can routinely present rural partners with opportunities to collaborate on 
corporate recruiting efforts, federal research projects, policy discussions, conference 
planning, leadership programs, innovation models, distance learning, etc.   

5. Create a comprehensive workforce plan that includes the full PK-20 pipeline. Engage 
current and prospective employers, educators, nonprofit organizations, etc. to conduct a 
skills gap analysis and map out a plan for addressing immediate and long-term workforce 
needs. 
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Healthcare: Challenges and Potential Solutions 
 
The benefits of living and working in rural communities are numerous. A healthy workforce and 
a strong community infrastructure (hospital, providers, broadband) are economically 
empowering. As an example, in rural communities, the community hospital often employs as 
much as 40% of the local workforce. A healthy, educated community is more likely to attract 
industry, with the economic investments and community benefits that follow and prevent out-
migration of its talent. With Medicaid expansion, the evolving workforce training/service 
requirement offers additional opportunities for partnerships to provide community-based 
training. 
 
Health Status and Access to Care 
 

Rural patients face high rates of chronic illness including hypertension, diabetes, cancer, obesity, 
and heart failure — rates that exceed those of their urban counterparts. Disparities in mental 
health access and disproportionately high rates of substance use are prevalent in rural areas, 
including alcohol, tobacco and opioids. Rates of opioid-related overdose deaths in non-metro 
counties are 45% greater than in metro counties. Rates of newborns suffering with neonatal 
abstinence syndrome are higher in rural communities than urban areas. Limited high-risk 
obstetrical care coupled with perinatal complications and higher than expected infant mortality 
rates are also challenges faced in rural Virginia. Access to care for rural patients is adversely 
impacted by workforce shortages and a mal-distribution of providers, high rates of uninsured 
status, and rural hospital closures. Recent legislation to support independent practice of nurse 
practitioners promises to address some but not all of the articulated workforce challenges. Efforts 
by academic institutions to improve the health status of rural Virginians requires a multipronged 
approach and a partnership with the Commonwealth.  
 
As we seek to impact the health status of our rural citizens, a number of strategies and 
opportunities might mitigate rural disparities. The newly passed Medicaid expansion offers one 
solution to the challenge of uninsured status of a subset of the population. By ensuring coverage 
for patients up to 138% of the federal poverty level, benefits accrue to patients, providers, and 
hospitals. For patients, those include care coordination, preventive services, ongoing care, and 
coverage of prescription medications. For providers, expansion allows for payment for patient 
services. For hospitals, expansion has been shown to improve financial viability and reduce rural 
hospital closures. Medicaid expansion will allow for greater numbers of patients suffering from 
substance use disorders to access the Medicaid ARTS benefit (Addiction, Recovery and 
Treatment Services). 
 
Other potential opportunities to improve access to care include bricks-and-mortar solutions, new 
affiliations and partnerships (such as the Care Connection for Children contract awarded to UVA 
for services provided to the children of Southwest Virginia), and an expansion of telehealth 
services both in  primary and specialty-care settings and remote monitoring programs.   
 
 
Workforce Shortages/Malalignment of Provider Distribution 
 

The Health Resources Services Administration (HRSA) provides updates on primary care 
provider capacity and shortages, dental provider shortages, and mental health shortages. The 
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Virginia Joint Commission on Healthcare identified specialty physician shortage areas. 
Academic institutions have opportunities to develop experiential rural rotations for our medical 
and nursing students and residents in rural communities and to assist with placement 
opportunities. In addition, in partnership with UVA-Wise, UVA has created mentorship 
opportunities that can be considered pipeline programs to place rural students in health 
professions training programs. Online classes could be offered for people living in rural areas in 
math and science that are required to pursue health careers. UVA’s expertise in interprofessional 
training and care is a model across the nation and could be replicated in partnership with rural 
communities. Telehealth also offers tools for community capacity development and mitigates 
workforce shortages. UVA in its practice models can help ensure that all health professionals are 
fully utilizing their skill sets. 

 
Research Opportunities 
 

For research universities, partnerships with rural communities provide opportunities to develop 
community-based participatory research, health services research, and improved access to 
clinical trials. UVA and other academic institutions could also help in the creation of a database 
that can help to identify research partnerships that maximize the investment in our research 
infrastructure and match community needs with research opportunities.    

 
Blueprint for Community Health 

 

Driven by the Healthy Appalachia Institute and embraced by the Southwest Virginia Health 
Authority, the Blueprint for Health and Health Related Economic Prosperity was developed as a 
true community/university partnership. Sustaining that Blueprint and tracking deliverables and 
outcomes measures enhances community ownership of the process, and as such will be more 
likely to ensure success. 
 
The Opioid Crisis 
 

In November 2016, the Commonwealth of Virginia declared a public health emergency in 
response to the stunning increase in deaths related to opioid overdoses. The threat of the opioid 
epidemic is not limited to the deaths caused by overdose. Dramatic increases in hepatitis C 
infection, particularly in people under 30, are also occurring. The increases are fueled largely by 
the sharing of needles and other paraphernalia used to inject drugs. In addition to the known 
surge of hepatitis C cases, there is the threat of a rise of cases of HIV infection. In fact, the 
Centers for Disease Control identified eight counties in Virginia as being at high risk of an HIV 
outbreak. Two key evidence-based strategies to address these threats are the provision of 
medication assisted therapy (MAT) and syringe services programs (SSPs) that can provide 
people who are injecting with clean needles and accelerated access to other medical and recovery 
services. In July 2017, Virginia changed its laws to permit communities to develop SSPs where 
the rates of injection drug use related infections are highest. The first SSP in Virginia opened its 
doors on June 25, 2018. 
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Steps to take first to address the respective challenges 
 
1. Creation of a database that can help to identify research partnerships that maximize the 

investment in our research infrastructure and match community needs with research 
opportunities. 

2. New affiliations and partnerships (such as the Care Connection for Children contract 
awarded to UVA for services provided to the children of Southwest Virginia). 

3. Expansion of telehealth services both in primary and specialty-care settings and remote 
monitoring programs. 

4. Address workforce shortages by (a) developing experiential rural rotations for our medical 
and nursing students and residents in rural communities and (b) partnering with UVA-
Wise on pipeline programs for students interested in health professional careers.  
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Education: Challenges and Potential Solutions 
 
In developing this overview, recent reports on rural education in both national (NASBE, 2016)3 
and Virginia-specific (Alleman & Holly, 2012)4 contexts have been consulted. Further, existing 
initiatives at PreK-12 and post-secondary levels throughout the state as well as various 
researcher-practitioner partnerships being undertaken by faculty at UVA and around the state 
were surveyed. 
 
Based on the insights of program developers, researchers, and practitioners engaged in this work, 
there are notable trends to consider in both the strengths and challenges rural communities in 
Virginia may be experiencing: 
 
Selected Educational Strengths of Rural Communities in Virginia: 

- smaller and more personalized learning environments 
- excellent opportunities for place-based learning 
- improving access to technology 
- strong networks within communities that help create broad bases of support to reach 

community-identified goals 
- strong commitment to education 
- ongoing initiatives, partnerships, and networks at both PreK-12 and post-secondary levels 

that utilize connections to local, regional, and national resources 
  
Selected Ongoing Educational Challenges for Rural Communities: 

- recruitment and retention highly effective teachers and leaders (a concern in many areas 
across the state, not just rural areas) 

- financial and technical (professional development) support for early childhood/preschool 
experiences 

- consistent access to professional development for educators  
- K-12 enrollment loss and limited financial resources 
- resources to generate and analyze data to inform policy and decision-making 
- access for students to enrichment and extracurricular opportunities 
- support for students in transitioning into and through post-secondary education 
- consistent access for students to physical and mental health support services within and 

beyond schools 
- technology limitations, particularly wireless access  

 
Steps to take first to address the respective challenges  
 
1. Convene networks of local/regional educational stakeholders in creating comprehensive 
strategic plans/blueprints that address community-identified needs and priorities (which may 
include or diverge from challenges listed above). Stakeholders could include post-secondary 

                                                           
3 National Association of State Board of Education/NASBE. (2016). Educating students in rural America: 
Capitalizing on strengths, overcoming barriers. Alexandria, VA: NASBE. 
4 Alleman, N. F. and Holly, L. N. (2012). Doing more with less: The role of school-community partnerships in the 
academic success and postsecondary aspirations of low-income students in small rural schools in Virginia. 
Richmond, VA: The State Council of Higher Education for Virginia. 
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institutional partners (both community colleges and universities), preK-12 institutional partners, 
representatives from ongoing local and regional educational initiatives, private foundations, 
local/state lawmakers, area businesses, and local families, students, and community 
organizations. 
2. Create partnerships to strengthen services.  Encourage school districts to work with 
community non-profits and higher education institutions in partnership to expand pre-K 
education and child care availability and to offer after-school programs  
3. Consider re-examination of public school funding formulas to address unique needs faced 
by rural PreK-12 school divisions. Partnering with existing coalitions of rural school 
administrators to conduct this re-examination would allow lawmakers to better understand the 
financial impacts of teacher shortages, enrollment loss, school construction funding, and 
unfunded mandates on rural populations.  
4. Promote sustained change through access to long-term and flexible funding—both state 
funding and public/private grant funding 
State funding and grant-funded education initiatives have positively impacted many rural areas in 
Virginia. The impressive scope of these initiatives is limited by funding cycles and priorities that 
are unpredictable and value short-term investments, which make it difficult to engage in long-
term improvement efforts or to respond nimbly to emerging needs.  
5. Improve internet access  
Internet access is vital for all sectors in rural communities, including education. Significant 
investment by the Virginia Tobacco Commission and regional funders have built a robust and 
redundant fiber infrastructure in Southwest and Southern Virginia. However, many remote areas 
within the rural regions lack middle and last mile access. In order for students, teachers, and 
school leaders to access distance learning opportunities that are increasingly available, reliable 
and ubiquitous internet is an absolute necessity. 
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