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What is often lost in the face of the extraordinary 
growth of the Vision West ND region is the fact that North Dakota shows a population loss every decennial census 
since 1930.  Burke County, with 10,000 population in 1930, is only beginning to rebound past 2,000 people today.  

The result:  school boards across western North Dakota have spent decades trying to educate their youth with less.  
County after county has devised and implemented plans for school consolidation, struggling to maintain facilities and 
programs while slashing budgets.  School consolidation planning has been replaced with discussions of how many 
modular units are needed.  Today, the problems facing local school districts are enormous.  Even when districts are 
fortunate enough to hire good teachers, housing options for teachers are limited. School districts are increasingly 
forced to be landlords—building apartments and multi-family housing units simply to retain existing staff.  

The scope of this “Education” topic in the Regional Plan relates to K-12 education and higher education.  Its primary 
focus is on the short-term needs of the education system and the opportunities it has to address the impacts of the 
rapidly growing oil industry.

Scope of Section

This section of the Regional Plan has two sub-sections: K-12 Education and Higher Education

1. K-12 Education - The needs of K-12 education as they relate to funding for facilities

2. Higher Education - Challenges and opportunities for the five higher education institutions in the Vision West ND region

ISSUE:  Education

The Issue
Many school districts are confronted with 
significant increases in enrollment and the 
consequent financial challenges of building 
new facilities and hiring/housing new teachers 
and staff.  

Higher education is challenged because 
would-be students from throughout the region 
may opt for high-wage, entry-level positions 
in the short-term.  Higher education has an 
opportunity to play a leading role in the Bakken 
region.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Revise Components of the Current School Funding Formula to 

Immediately Address Increased Student Enrollment and Diverse 
Demographics Found in Districts Impacted by Oil Development

2. Convene an Educational Funding Task Force which Includes 
Legislative Leadership and the North Dakota Department of Public 
Instruction to Propose Legislative Solutions that Address the Unique 
Infrastructure Needs of Oil-impacted Counties

3. Convene the Five Higher Education Institutions to Develop a 
Regional Higher Education Strategic Plan

4. Research the Potential Benefits of the Legacy Fund on Higher 
Education in the Region

5. Enhance Leadership Training Opportunities for Community 
Members
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1. K-12 Education
The fastest growing school district in the Bakken is the McKenzie School District #1—Watford City.  The district’s 
enrollment increased from 512 in 2008 to 1,043 in 2013.  As large as this growth is, however, the school district has 
still not reached its all-time peak of 1,150 (in the early 1980s).

The district’s challenges from growth have come in phases.  First, school busses had to navigate county roads 
impacted by oil worker traffic.  Next, issues and requirements related to changing demographics arose.  The 
homogenous ethnicity of the school district was changing.  For example, instruction in English as a second language 
became necessary.   

Further, there were impacts on the school facilities themselves.  While school building capacity was not a problem 
early on due to the shrinkage of the school district for decades, it soon became necessary for the school district to 
increase the size of the elementary school building to 30,000 square feet.  A bond was presented to voters in the 
district in March of 2014 which passed, with 90% of voters in favor of the bond. The funding will be used to add a 
third building to the district’s current two-building configuration. (The school district operates with a K-5 building and 
a grade 6-12 building.)

Next, issues with hiring teachers developed.  The biggest challenge is not hiring teachers (although that is very 
challenging) but rather providing them with 
housing.  The school district now has 22 housing 
units to support its workforce and is supporting 
the Wolf Run Project (Note: The Wolf Run Project 
is profiled in the Housing Section, including its 
contribution to child care). 

The district has hired between 15 and 20 new 
teachers for each of the two most-recent school 
years.  Wages have also had to increase.  
Custodians who made $9 per hour in 2008 are 
now paid $20 per hour. Without question, the 
growth of the energy sector has had a dramatic 
impact on K-12 schools.  

Recent legislative Policy Decisions

One of the unique problems for school districts in utilizing Energy Impact Funding for school facilities is a model 
advanced by the North Dakota Legislature beginning in 2006 called the “Equity Formula.”  Legislators have been 
striving to establish a funding system that equitably provides state financial resources to school districts throughout 

Education Spotlight - McKenzie County
Enrollment in the local school district is currently 870 students.  The projection is for enrollment to peak at 1500-1600 students in the near 
future.  This is the equivalent for a town of 1,060 people.  The previous high was 1200 during the 1982 oil boom.  Kindergarten enrollment is 
already up 40%.   The community has determined that one of the most important, long-term residency factors is quality of education.  That is, 
if the community is to retain families after the explosive growth phase, then quality schools are essential.  People feel more strongly than ever 
about the quality of their schools.

BACKGROUND  - The Challenge of Funding School Facilities

Perhaps the experience of the Williston School District Board illustrates the 
problem best.  The explosion in school enrollment has forced the district 
to seek funding for new facilities.  The State of North Dakota, however, has 
always viewed the responsibility of building K-12 school facilities to be a 
local responsibility.  On the rare occasion that school districts needed to 
expand facilities, they went to the voters to pass a local property tax bond 
measure to fund additional facilities.  Such occasions are not so rare any 
more.

Therefore, local school district board members, sitting atop $1 trillion of 
oil, pursued their only option: asking local residents to foot the bill. With 
housing rental rates quadruple what they were three years previously, 
the idea of funding a bond that would increase taxes to pay for students 
who may not live in the community once the construction phase of the oil 
industry was over, was a hard sell for the school district.  The result:  the 
levy failed.*

* Source:  Expert Interview, Dean Bangsund, Research Scientist/Agribusiness and Applied 
Economics, North Dakota State University
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the state.  With the dramatic increase in Oil Impact Funding, some legislators indicate that it is unfair to direct a 
disproportionate share of this funding to only certain school districts.  They say all school districts should generally 
share equally in the benefits of such funding.  School districts in the Bakken, however, argue otherwise.  It is the 
impact on their particular districts from the growth in the Bakken that must directly be mitigated, and that impact is 
substantial and disproportionate.  Adherence to the “equity concept” is leading some legislators to diminish other 
forms of financial assistance to Bakken-area schools—Energy Impact Funding simply replaces, rather than adds to, 
base funding for school operations.

Funding the needs of the oil-impacted region is particularly challenging and frustrating to school district leaders. 

In 2011 and 2013, the legislature responded to a unique problem being experienced by fast-growth school districts.  
Traditionally, funding is allocated to districts based upon prior-year enrollment figures.  Given the dramatic growth of 
certain school districts in western North Dakota, the state has established the Rapid Enrollment Formula, which allows 
school districts to determine their funding levels based upon current-year (rather than last spring or fall) enrollment 
figures.  This policy has been well received by fast-growing school districts.  McKenzie County School District, 
for example, saw enrollment increase in one year from 860 students to 1,043 students resulting in an additional 
$539,729.00.

In September 2013, the North Dakota Department of Trust Lands Energy Infrastructure and Impact Office announced 
a new round of funding availability for school districts impacted by oil and gas development.  Funding can go toward 
“infrastructure needs and improvements” with priority given to projects that address safety and security needs.  
School districts need to provide a 20% local match for all projects.  The ND Legislature set aside $25 million in Impact 
Fund dollars. Twelve and half million per biennium. 

Community Context

Funding schools at the local level is not done in isolation.  Other public services also need local funding support.  For 
example, communities not only face the prospect of school bond measures, but area hospitals seek local funding 
as well.  All of this is coming at a time where the assessed value of residential homes in the Bakken is increasing 
dramatically, leading to a significant increase in property taxes. However, the needs from all entities are also higher.  

Education Spotlight - Twin Buttes
In order to provide healthy activities for local youth, a new facility that could offer indoor recreation, computers, a movie room, weight room, 
drop-in center, kitchen and library was envisioned.
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ReCommendaTion #1: Revise ComponenTs of The CuRRenT sChool fundinG foRmula 
To immediaTely addRess inCReased sTudenT enRollmenT and diveRse demoGRaphiCs 
found in disTRiCTs impaCTed by oil developmenT
Summary: The existing school funding formula does not adequately address the rapid growth and current needs. 

The Challenges are:

•	 Migrant student population due to the work force dynamics of western North Dakota.
•	 Funding formula reflects previous year’s enrollment.
•	 Enrollment based on student population in September but doesn’t allow for changes by May.
•	 High At-Risk factor due to diverse demographics of migrant student population.

The Solutions are:

•	 Funding formula should reflect current year needs to address educational and social needs of students.
•	 More timely distribution of funds to reflect growth during the year.
•	 Include comparative cost model to address higher cost of operations in the form of wages and cost-of-living increases.
•	 Increase funding for Career and Technical Education workforce training programs at K-12 level.

Action: Fund

Lead: K-12 School Districts

ReCommendaTion #2:  Convene an eduCaTion fundinG Task foRCe, WhiCh inCludes 
leGislaTive leadeRship and The noRTh dakoTa depaRTmenT of publiC insTRuCTion To 
pRopose leGislaTive soluTions ThaT addRess The uniQue infRasTRuCTuRe needs of 
oil-impaCTed CounTies
Summary: The problems facing school districts are unique in the Vision West ND region, as compared to the rest of the state.

Vision West ND should convene an Education Facilities Summit, which would bring together all school district superintendents from the 19-county 
region to determine the collective needs for expanding school facilities.

The resulting report and recommended policy should acknowledge that the impacts to school facilities are not uniform throughout the 19-county region.  
Nonetheless, all counties should be represented at the table to develop and support a regional policy and legislative approach.  The recommended 
policy should also address the “school equity” issue head-on.  

Action: Convene, Create Policy, Fund, Legislate

Lead: Vision West ND

Finding Solutions 

School district leaders throughout the region have worked proactively to identify and advocate for funding solutions in partnership with the North 
Dakota Legislature.  While the efforts have yielded some success, many school districts feel they are still “going it alone” and recognize that a regional 
approach to school funding and advocacy would be beneficial.

2. Higher Education
By virtually all accounts, higher education in western North Dakota is at a competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis other 
states.  While there are many professionals who serve the five institutions in the region —Minot State University, 
Dickinson State University, Williston State College, Dakota College at Bottineau and Fort Berthold Community 
College—very well, there are fundamental dynamics at play that challenge the ability of these institutions to excel.
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From a distance, this would seem to be the ideal time to be in higher education in western North Dakota.  The 
economy is strong, businesses have money to invest, the need for cutting-edge technology and innovation is at an 
all-time high, and colleges and universities are chartered to meet community and state educational requirements and 
opportunities. 

Yet at this time of opportunity, many factors combine to challenge it:

•	 Wages in the energy sector and the region in general are currently so high that potential students are opting 
for short-term income over long-term education (and debt)

•	 Recent public relations and political challenges within the higher education system statewide leave many 
colleges and universities playing defense when the need is for offense

•	 The structure of the higher education system is antiquated and dictated by the North Dakota Constitution, 
possibly leaving opportunities for ingenuity behind

•	 The region does not have a strategic plan for the role of higher education to serve the Vision West ND region

Higher education in western North Dakota, therefore, is at a crossroads.  The institutions can be shackled to the 
past, perhaps meeting only a few of the opportunities afforded by their location in the nation’s fastest growing rural 
economy, or the system can choose to aggressively carve out its niche in the “new world” that surrounds it. 

There is one additional factor that challenges the ability of western North Dakota higher education institutions to drive 
their own future: most higher education decision making is based 300 miles to the east—not in Bismarck, but rather 
in Fargo and Grand Forks.  For the western North Dakota higher education system to envision and enact its own 
future, it must do so in a sea of challenges. 

At a minimum, the role of the region’s five higher education institutions in serving the people and communities is 
clear: 

•	 Assist Vision West ND to positively plan and enact the region’s desired future
•	 Help area communities to be forward looking
•	 Support businesses within the region to overcome “crowding out” challenges and to capitalize on emerging 

opportunities
•	 Collaborate amongst themselves
•	 Serve as a positive conduit to North Dakota State University and the University of North Dakota 

Emerging Best Practices

However, with all of these challenges there are some strong programs and best practices emerging.  Dakota College 
at Bottineau is developing a child care curriculum and a program for EMS certification.  Williston State College is 
increasingly responsive to the immediate needs of the area with a full Career and Technical Education curriculum 
designed to meet the petroleum industries needs. They have also added a housing development on campus. 
Dickinson State University is leading research into the impacts of growth in other regions of the world with rapidly 
growing economies.   Fort Berthold Community College is focused upon vocational training such as the need to 
train more truck drivers.  Minot State University is offering an Energy Economics Degree.  Williston and Halliday offer 
much-needed welding courses. The University of North Dakota offers the only petroleum engineering degree in the 
state.
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ReCommendaTion #3: Convene The five hiGheR eduCaTion insTiTuTions To develop a 
ReGional hiGheR eduCaTion sTRaTeGiC plan
Summary: Vision West ND, in conjunction with the North Dakota University System (NDUS), Fort Berthold Community College, the NDAOGPC and the 
North Dakota Petroleum Council (NDPC), should serve as the catalyst for the development of a 20-year strategic plan that defines the role and niche 
of higher education in the future of the region.

Action: Advocate, Convene, Create Policy, Study

Lead: Vision West ND, NDUS, NDAOGPC, NDPC

ReCommendaTion #4:  ReseaRCh The poTenTial benefiTs of The leGaCy fund on 
hiGheR eduCaTion in The ReGion
Summary: The Vision West ND region represents only 30% of the state’s population but it can be an early harbinger for the Legacy Fund.  Given the 
current and forecasted budget surpluses, an ideal first investment from the Legacy Fund would be in support of North Dakota’s higher education 
system.

Action: Create Policy, Legislate

Lead: Vision West ND

Given that the Legacy Fund should be all about long-term strategy rather than short-term tactics, directing any immediate uses of such funding should 
be sequestered for very strategic initiatives. 

Defining the vision and direction of western North Dakota’s five higher education institutions should, therefore, be accomplished in the broader context 
of the entire state system.  Possible funding from the Legacy Fund toward this strategic undertaking would be an ideal first investment from the Fund 
in 2017.  

ReCommendaTion #5:  enhanCe leadeRship TRaininG oppoRTuniTies foR CommuniTy 
membeRs
Summary: Efforts such as the Rural Leadership North Dakota program offered through North Dakota State University are valuable to community 
leaders and volunteers throughout the region.  Expanding this existing program, or establishing a similar program, is warranted.

Action: Advocate

Lead: Vision West ND and the North Dakota Dept. of Commerce

literature Review
“Energy Impact Solution Models Project” 
(Dickinson State University/Minot State University, September 2012)

•	 The goal of the report is to provide information that will assist officials, researchers and citizens engaged in energy development in western 
North Dakota to better analyze and prepare for challenges and opportunities:

 ▪ How to make good relationships better/enrich community culture
 ▪ Education solutions focused upon facing change
 ▪ Emergency preparedness and response
 ▪ Leadership
 ▪ Public health


