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This lesson plan is developed with primary resources from the Robert C. Byrd and Harley O. Staggers, Sr. 

Congressional Papers Collections housed in the archives of the Robert C. Byrd Center for Congressional 

History and Education at Shepherd University. The Byrd Center advances representative democracy by 

promoting a better understanding of the United States Congress and the Constitution through programs 

and research that engage citizens.  

The historical overview essay included in this lesson plan was written by Jody Brumage and Delaney 

Conner. 

Cover Image: A scene along Corridor G (US 119) which connects Charleston to Williamson in the 

southern coalfields region of West Virginia. The road was dedicated as the “Robert C. Byrd Freeway” in 

1997. 
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OVERVIEW 

This lesson offers students an introduction to the vision of West Virginia’s congressional leaders as they 

charted a new course for the state (and the rest of the Appalachian Region) in the mid-twentieth 

century. The core subject of the lesson is the Appalachian Regional Development Act, legislation passed 

in 1965 which directed federal funds to support the development of education, healthcare, and 

infrastructure as a means of reviving the economy of the region which was plagued with recession in the 

post-World War II years. Students will understand how the legislation was crafted and the needs of 

West Virginia that were addressed through its implementation. With this foundation, the lesson will 

explore how the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), the body created by the legislation, has 

succeeded and failed to bring stable economic improvement to the region. Lastly, students will be asked 

to consider for themselves how they would plan for the future of the region through a policy approach. 

A digital exhibit is provided for guiding students through the historical development of the ARC. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

Students will: 

• Utilize primary sources to gain familiarity with key players in West Virginia history at the middle 

of the twentieth century 

• Become familiar with the legislative process and how major policies such as the Appalachian 

Regional Development Act are passed into law  

• Gain an understanding of the unique socioeconomic issues West Virginia has faced over the past 

sixty years 

• Identify the issues West Virginia faces today and consider what solutions may address them for 

future development 

 

TIMELINE 

1. Using the digital exhibit, guide students through the introduction of the Appalachian Regional 

Development Act. The exhibit is divided into three segments: Post-War Appalachia, A Legislative 

Solution, and Defending Redevelopment. 

a. ALTERNATIVE: Assign students to review the website prior to class. 

2. EXTEND THE LESSON (or advance to step 3) In the second stage of the digital exhibit, students 

will be introduced to the Area Redevelopment Act (a predecessor to the ARC). Students can 

perform the tasks of the first activity (described in steps 3 and 4) using a set of press releases 

detailing projects supported by this legislation. This can provide students with a context for the 

focus of the ARC projects and during the post-activity discussion (step 4) inform a comparison 

exercise between the two legislative approaches to redevelopment. 
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3. Engage the students in a document analysis exercise where they will examine press releases 

detailing projects funded in the early years of the ARC. This can be done by assigning each 

student a document (there are thirty-five of them on the website) or by dividing them into small 

groups and giving each group an assortment of the documents. The students will complete 

Worksheet I during this activity.   

4. Once the students have analyzed the documents and recorded the pertinent information from 

them, invite them to come forward and present their findings. If your classroom has a map of 

West Virginia, have the students use sticky notes on which they can write their project names 

and place them on the map to see the geographic distribution of ARC funded-projects over the 

state.  

a. ALTERNATIVE: If you do not have a physical map in the classroom, project a map of 

West Virginia and have the students apply the sticky notes to the projection screen or a 

wall in the classroom. 

5. Engage the students in a conversation to collectively identify how funds from the ARC were 

distributed. Potential questions or discussion aids include: 

a. Ask the students to compare the number of projects falling within each of the three 

areas of focus for the ARC (education, healthcare, and infrastructure). Does one 

outweigh the others? Why might this be?  

b. Were the funds equally distributed among the state? Did they focus on population 

centers? What factors in those regions impacted by the first round of ARC projects may 

have led the funding to be allocated where it was?  

6. EXTEND THE LESSON (or advance to step 7) Repeat activity one (steps 3 and 4) using a set of 

press releases detailing projects funded by the ARC about a decade after its implementation. 

Students can gain more perspective on the successes of the commission and how its focus 

evolved over the first decade of its history.  

7. Now that the students have gained an understanding of the approach to economic 

redevelopment implemented in the ARC, bring the class into a discussion of the current issues 

facing West Virginians (loss of traditional industries, unemployment, population shifts and loss, 

poverty, etc.) The discussion can be formatted with students being assigned or assuming 

positions on three potential outcomes: keep the ARC as it exists, reform the ARC with new focus 

areas, or scrap the ARC and replace it with a different model of redevelopment. Worksheet II 

can help guide this conversation by leading the students to place their thoughts in the layout of 

a bill. For a more immersive experience, stage the discussion as a session of Congress with 

formal debate procedures.  
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WORKSHEET I 

Using the primary source assigned to you, identify the following information and record it on this 

worksheet. 

Date: 
 
 

 

Author(s): 
 
 

 

Author’s Title/Position: 
 
 

 

Title of Project: 
 
 
 
 

 

Location of Project (city/town, 
county): 
 
 

 

What type of project is this? 
(education, healthcare, or  
infrastructure) 
 
 
 

 

How much funding is this project 
receiving from the Appalachian 
Regional Commission? 
 
 
 

 

How much funding is being 
received from other sources 
(state or local government, 
private organizations)? 
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WORKSHEET II 

Craft your proposal for economic redevelopment in Appalachia.  

Position:  __________________________________ the Appalachian Regional Development Act.  

   Select: Reauthorize, Amend, or Abolish 

 

Amendments:  Decide what you want to change, expand, or remove from the existing program focus.  

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Prioritize:  You’ve decided to either maintain the current to amend the program focus of the 

Appalachian Regional Commission. Where do you think federal aid should be directed first to address the 

most critical needs facing Appalachians?  

1. _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. _____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. _____________________________________________________________________________ 
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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF THE APPALACHIAN REGIONAL COMMISSION 

Appalachia is a geographic and cultural region in the eastern United States that includes 13 

states from lower-New York to northern-Alabama, encompassing most states in between. The region is 

often caricatured as backwards and isolated, the source of “hillbillies,” but Appalachia has a much more 

complicated narrative than what is depicted in popular stereotypes. Its plight stems from decades of 

out-of-state industries that have exploited the region for its natural resources and frustrated the 

relationship between the residents and the land. From 1945 to 1960, the region was characterized by a 

transformation in the coal industry, massive population loss, and an overreliance on welfare. These 

regional problems prompted a federal response to facilitate diverse economic growth in the form of the 

Appalachian Regional Commission. 

The Post-War Situation in Appalachia: 1945-1960 

In Appalachia, particularly in western-Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Kentucky, the coal 

industry has maintained the status of being one of the largest employers. During the mid-20th century, 

the coal industry was transformed on two fronts: the mechanization of the labor force and the 

introduction of strip-mining. Machines were able to replace the dangerous jobs of miners with 

technology such as automatic loading machines and conveyor belts, reducing the need for manual 

labor.1  Strip-mining, or surface-mining, involves the removal of trees, levels of dirt, and rocks, to access 

the coal below a mountain with bulldozers and explosives. This process is highly destructive to the 

environment and leads to further degradation in the form of runoff, water pollution, and landslides.2 

Environmental protection regulations were not strictly enforced due to political pressures from coal 

companies and self-interest of politicians.   

Following a decade of decline during the Great Depression, extractive industries, especially coal, 

experienced a surge in demand during World War II, prompting growth in the industry. The economic 

boom allowed for the creation of smaller, independently owned mines that relied on manual labor as 

opposed to large, outside corporations that were already transforming their operations with 

mechanization. However, the war time boom declined rapidly beginning in the early-1950s and demand 

slacked off, resulting in the closure most of the smaller “truck” mines. The loss of truck mines combined 

with continued mechanization created massive unemployment rates for miners that have never fully 

recovered.  

The rising unemployment rates coupled with the need for economic independence and better 

education resulted in a mass exodus of Appalachians. The Appalachian diaspora of the 20th century was 

one of the largest migrations in U.S. history. Between 1940 and 1970, over 3 million people left the 

                                                           
1 Ronald Eller, Uneven Ground: Appalachia since 1945 (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 

2008), 37. 
2 David B. Brooks, “Strip Mining in East Kentucky,” in Appalachia in the Sixties, ed. David S. Walls and 

John B. Stephenson (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1972), 121. 
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region, largely relocating to cities in the Midwest.3 Rampant population loss and economic deterioration 

further compounded the consequences of the decline in mining and agricultural business.    

 Most Appalachians were unemployed and relying on welfare in the postwar period. The 

unemployment rate for Appalachia was at almost double the national level and was found to be more 

prominent in mining regions.4 As a whole, Appalachia had shifted from primarily self-reliance and 

subsistence farming to a dependency on wage jobs. After the coal jobs had seemingly dried up, a 

majority shifted to dependency on state and federal welfare programs. However, these programs 

became swept under control by the local politicians who managed their distribution, facilitating a 

corrupt system of dependency.  

The Creation of the Appalachian Regional Commission 

The severe economic issues plaguing the Appalachian region in the years after World War II 

prompted the first organized efforts for redevelopment to begin at a grassroots level. By the early-

1950s, business leaders, Chambers of Commerce, and locally-organized planning commissions began to 

examine the conditions and formulate solutions that would bring Appalachia out of its economic 

depression. At this early stage, the conceptual redevelopment of Appalachia relied closely on 

infrastructure, namely the improvement of roads and of water shipping routes along the region’s rivers. 

In one of the states at the heart of Appalachia, these efforts led to the creation of the Eastern Kentucky 

Regional Planning Commission which made significant improvements to the state’s highways and 

revealed the need for greater state and federal investment.  

The work in Kentucky inspired the creation of the Council of Appalachian Governors which 

became critical to gaining federal recognition of the region’s economic woes. The governors’ lobbying 

efforts led to presidential candidate John F. Kennedy making Appalachia’s economic revitalization a part 

of his platform in the election of 1960 and brought him to West Virginia where he campaigned 

extensively throughout the state’s coal camps. 

By this time, the members of West Virginia’s Congressional Delegation were already working 

with their state and local partners to create a plan for redevelopment in the region. While their efforts 

ultimately failed to gain President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s approval, a rough plan for the Appalachian 

Regional Commission was formed by the late-1950s and with the support of President Kennedy, moved 

closer to implementation. Maude Elizabeth Kee, West Virginia’s first female representative in the U.S. 

Congress, developed a plan which combined elements of New Deal-era public works programs with the 

Marshall Plan (the U.S. foreign aid program implemented to help rebuild Western Europe after World 

War II). Her economic program was passed into law as part of the Area Redevelopment Act (ARA), 

signed by President Kennedy on May 1, 1961.  

The ARA was intended to provide low-interest federal loans to the many local economic 

commissions that had been organized throughout Appalachia in the 1950s to support redevelopment 

programs. Despite calls for the program to be given an independent agency status, the final legislation 

                                                           
3 Eller, Uneven Ground, 20. 
4 Eller, Uneven Ground, 30. 
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placed the ARA under the direction of the Secretary of Commerce, a move which many Appalachian 

community leaders saw as a significant flaw. ARA-funds were distributed to infrastructure projects but 

failed to adequately support human resource development efforts in education, healthcare, and job 

creation. Acknowledging the program’s shortfalls, the ARA was a crucial step in the creation of the 

Appalachian Regional Commission by cementing the federal government’s acknowledgement of and 

efforts to correct Appalachia’s significant socioeconomic issues.  

The first step forward from the ARA came just a year after its implementation when President 

Kennedy created a commission to study Appalachia specifically and push for legislation to formally 

address the region’s needs. In April 1963, Kennedy’s President’s Appalachian Regional Commission 

began a study to determine the programs that would best address the economic and social needs of the 

depressed area. However, before the commission concluded the study and issued their findings, 

President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas on November 22, 1963.  

Politicians were not the only experts examining the Appalachian issue. Before President 

Kennedy came to West Virginia in 1960, journalists were writing about the region’s systemic economic 

and social woes. Photographers traveled the state, producing images which have remained 

quintessential, if not stereotypical depictions of “hillbillies.” In 1960, the Saturday Evening Post ran a 

cover story entitled “West Virginia: Poverty amid Splendor.” The article drew such attention that 

Senator Robert C. Byrd, only a year into his first term in the U.S. Senate, gave a speech in response, 

criticizing the author’s harsh tone towards the region’s inhabitants, but acknowledging the realities 

which they faced. In 1963, Harry M. Caudill, historian, lawyer, and environmentalist, a native of Letcher 

County, Kentucky, published Night Comes to the Cumberlands: A Biography of a Depressed Area. At the 

end of his book, Caudill envisioned a federal aid program for Appalachia based on the concept of the 

Tennessee Valley Authority, a program created in the 1930s as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

“New Deal.” The book became one of the most widely read accounts of poverty in Appalachia, 

reinforcing President Kennedy’s defense for bringing significant federal aid to help address the region’s 

needs.5 

Kennedy’s unexpected death did not thwart the efforts of his commission, which issued the 

findings of their study in early-1964. The commission identified four critical areas impacting Appalachia: 

growing income gaps between the region’s poor and wealthy residents; a job gap which led to a 

statistically higher unemployment rate in the region; an education gap which left residents unprepared 

to apply for new jobs becoming available in the region; and lastly, a population shift which saw major 

portions of the region’s population leaving for opportunities in other parts of the United States.  

The report concluded “this, then, is Appalachia: a nonurban land with a population over 50 

percent rural but less than 10 percent farm; deeply unemployed; all too frequently deprived of the 

facilities and services of a modern society; dependent on local jurisdictions with an inadequate tax base 

and too often reliant upon the marginal comforts of a welfare economy. What it [the commission] has 

                                                           
5 Eller, Uneven Ground, 66. 
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found is a record of insufficiency - a history of traditional acts not performed, of American patterns not 

fulfilled. This sets Appalachia apart from the rest of the Nation.”6  

With the President’s Appalachian Regional Commission study in hand, legislators had new 

evidence in their case for greater federal support. Furthermore, President Lyndon Johnson, Kennedy’s 

successor, supported the incorporation of Appalachia in his “War on Poverty” and the growing 

legislative effort envisioned as the “Great Society.” While Johnson’s embrace of the findings of the 

President’s Appalachian Regional Commission’s report was beneficial for the region, his plan for 

addressing those needs changed from Kennedy’s intentions to create a singular, comprehensive 

program for Appalachia. President Johnson advocated for two agencies that would address the region’s 

need: a regional commission to direct federal monies to infrastructure development while human 

resource development would be handled by larger programs designed to address poverty throughout 

the country.7 This splintering of the federal government’s approach to Appalachia had lasting impacts on 

the extent to which each individual program has been able to address the region’s issues over the past 

fifty-five years. 

In 1964, bolstered by President Johnson’s support, legislators crafted the Appalachian Regional 

Development Act. In the Senate, West Virginia Senator Jennings Randolph and Kentucky Senator John 

Sherman Cooper led the charge for the bill as it navigated the committee process. Congressman Joe L. 

Evins of Tennessee took a similar role in the House of Representatives, chairing a special committee 

created to examine the Appalachia bill. Though a bill was passed by the Senate in 1964, it failed to reach 

the House floor in time for a vote before the conclusion of the 88th Congress. The bill was one of the 

first introduced in early-1965 during the 89th Congress. Passed in the Senate and House by wide 

margins, the legislation was signed into law by President Johnson on March 9, 1965.  

The Appalachian Regional Development Act formalized the model of leadership established by 

President Kennedy, creating a permanent Appalachian Regional Commission made up of the governors 

of the eleven states and two presidential appointees. The commission receives appropriations from 

Congress which can be applied to projects identified by state and local government entities. The act 

focused on three major components of development viewed as critical to modernizing the region: 

infrastructure in the form of a new corridor highway system, improvement of educational institutions 

with an emphasis on vocational instruction, and the updating of healthcare facilities to modern 

standards. 

The Impact of the Appalachian Regional Commission 

The vision for the Appalachian Regional Commission has evolved ever since President Johnson 

signed the law into effect in 1965. Early projects funded by the act represented many local, immediate 

needs including hospitals, vocational education facilities, public libraries, and public health initiatives 

such as water delivery/treatment systems and waste management. The larger infrastructure programs, 

                                                           
6 Michael Bradshaw, The Appalachian Regional Commission: Twenty-Five Years of Government Policy (Lexington: 
The University Press of Kentucky, 1992), 37. 
7 David Whisnant, Modernizing the Mountaineer: People, Power, and Planning in Appalachia (Knoxville: The 
University of Tennessee Press, 1994), 103. 
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especially the Appalachian Development Highway System, took much longer to plan and execute. A 

major focus of the ARC, the corridor highway system was designed to increase mobility for people and 

goods throughout Appalachia by developing a road network to link together major population areas 

with the interstate highway system. In West Virginia, six of these corridor highways were designed to 

link together segments of interstates 68, 81, 77, 79, and 64. Beyond the highways, the ARC also funded 

major infrastructure improvements such as bridges, including West Virginia’s famous New River Gorge 

Bridge, and expanded airports to facilitate greater access to air travel. 

The Appalachian Regional Commission was conceived as having a defined ending once its initial 

core goals were achieved. Some viewed this end date coming as early as 1971 when the original bill was 

due for reauthorization. Senator Byrd delivered impassioned remarks defending the program and calling 

for its renewal, a pattern which he would continue to uphold throughout the rest of his life and political 

career. Nonetheless, each reauthorization brought about changes to the program, its funding, and 

mission. Within a decade of its formation, the ARC began to operate as a more permanent entity, 

planning long-range projects, especially the development of the highway system. 

Critics of the ARC have raised many arguments against the commission. Early on, opponents felt 

that the focus of the commission relied too heavily on infrastructure-based projects, seen by some as 

showpieces that the commission could tout but did little to bring about full economic recovery. Other 

criticisms included unequal distribution of funding and a lack of human resource development focus. 

Some of these issues stemmed from the original framework established by the legislation. Additionally, 

political arguments concerning funding levels also threatened to diminish or eliminate the commission 

all together. 

Despite these challenges, the ARC has contributed to economic improvements for the 

Appalachian region in the past half-century. Between 1960 and 1980, the poverty rate in Appalachia 

decreased from 30.9% of the population to 14%. By 2010, this number had increased from a low of 

13.6% in 2000 to 16.6%, though national and international economic factors, as well as continued 

population shifts, weigh into these calculations. The disparity between Appalachia’s poverty rate when 

compared to the national has also been narrowed. In 1960, Appalachia’s poverty rate was 8 to 9% 

higher than the national average, in 2010 this difference was about 2%.8  

In 2015 when the Appalachian Regional Development Act was up for renewal, the Appalachian 

Regional Commission (ARC) compiled a report with state and local partners to share the progress made 

in Appalachia over the past 50 years. The report compared the statistics of Appalachia to that with the 

nation in socioeconomic factors including education, healthcare, infrastructure, and economic 

diversification. Although great progress has been made, largely in water access and infrastructure, there 

is still much work to be done in bringing the region up to parity with the rest of the United States. The 

findings of the report demonstrate a large and active role played by the ARC in the continued economic 

development of Appalachia.  

                                                           
8 Center for Regional Economic Competitiveness and West Virginia University, “Appalachia Then and Now: 
Examining Changes to the Appalachian Region Since 1965” [2015], 
https://www.arc.gov/assets/research_reports/AppalachiaThenAndNowCompiledReports.pdf 
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Overall, the ARC has spent $3.8 billion in non-highway funding on the 13 states in Appalachia. 

Pennsylvania, Kentucky, and West Virginia are the three states that have received the highest ARC 

funding. In West Virginia, over $387 million has been spent on non-highway programs. 46% has gone to 

improving physical accessibility, 36% to developing human resource capabilities, 10% catalyzing regional 

development, and 8% to developing Appalachian economies. The projects of the ARC have shifted from 

reducing isolation by building highway systems, to improving human resources and education in the 

region. As technology has improved, the need for internet has become more prevalent and Appalachia is 

no different. The ARC is working to close the telecommunications gap and bring affordable high-speed 

broadband access to the region.  

The data shows that since the 1970s, West Virginia’s economy has slowly become more 

diversified. There has been a total of 24,495 jobs added to the area directly from the ARC and roughly 

$15.7 million added to the region annually. In West Virginia, the ARC has paired with state and local 

partners to start community projects and facilitate economic development and diversification. For 

example, the ARC is a major partner in the Flex-E-Grant Program which provides grants for local 

leadership and civil engagement projects in the hopes of addressing state healthcare needs such as oral 

health. It is a joint effort between the ARC, West Virginia Development Office, and the Claude W. 

Benedum Foundation. The ARC has also been heavily involved in funding downtown revitalization 

through West Virginia Main Street programs to bring more tourism into the state. 

 In 2020, Congress will again debate the reauthorization of the Appalachian Regional 

Commission. Despite the gains achieved under the program over the past fifty-four years, Appalachia 

continues to face disproportionate rates of unemployment and poverty as compared to its neighboring 

regions. Leaders on the federal, state, and local level continue to study the region to determine the key 

for redeveloping the historically-depressed Appalachian states. 
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