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INTERIM STUDY PROPOSAL 2013-140

State of Arkansas As Engrossed: H3/26/13
89th General Assembly 1
Regular Session, 2013 HOUSE BILL 1938

By: Representative Alexander
Filed with: Interim House Committee on Education
pursuant to A.C.A, §10-3-217,
For An Act To Be Entitled
AN ACT TO SUSPEND THE ADMINISTRATIVE REORGANTZATION
OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS; TO REQUIRE A STUDY OF CHANGES
RESULTING FROM ADMINISTRATIVE REORGANIZATIONS OF
SCHOOL DISTRICTS SINCE 20033 TO REQUIRE A STUDY OF
STUDENT TRANSPORTATION IN SELECTED SCHOOL DISTRICTS;
TO DECLARE AN EMERGENCY; AND FOR OTHER PURPOSES.

Subtitle
TO SUSPEND ADMINISTRATIVE REORGANIZATIONS
OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS; TO REQUIRE A STUDY
OF ADMINISTRATIVE REORGANIZATIONS AND
STUDENT TRANSPORTATION IN SELECTED SCHOOL
DISTRICTS; AND TO DECLARE AN EMERGENCY.

BE IT ENACTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE STATE OF ARKANSAS:

SECTION 1. Arkansas Code § 6-13-1603(a)(3) is amended to read as

follows:

(3)(A) Asny Except as provided under subdivision (a)(3)(B) of

this section, a school district on the consolidation list that does not

submit a petition under subdivision (a)(2)(A) of this section or that does
not receive approval by the state board for a voluntary consclidation or
annexation petition shall be administratively consoclidated by the state board

with or into one (1) or more school districts by May l, to be effective July
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1 immediately following the publication of the list reguired under § 6-13-
1602,
(B){i){a) The state board shall not administratively

reorganize a school district or school campus under this section after

January 1, 2013, and before April 30, 2015, for reasons other than academic

distress, fiscal distress, or failure to comply with state accreditation

standards.

(b)) The number of students enrcolled in a

discrict shall not be used as a factor in reaching a finding of academic

distress, fiscal distress, or failure to_comply with state accreditation

standards or in derermining of the appropriate response to the finding.

{(ii) The House Committee on Education and the Senate

Committee on Education may extend the period for suspending the application

of this section to a date not later than December 31, 2016, pending the

completion of:

{(a) The study required under § 6-19-128 and

the consideration of the Bureau of Legislative Research report during an

adequacy study; and

(b) The review of plans to track student

progress required under § 6-13-1606.

SECTION 2. Arkansas Code § 6-13-1606 is amended to add an additional
subsection to read as follows:

{e){(1) By October 1, 2013, the Bureau of Legislative Research shall

review and provide to the House Committee om Education and the Senate

Committee on Education an analysis of:

(A) The reports provided by the Department of Education

under subsection (d) of this section; and

{(B) All plans developed under this section.

(2) The analysis provided under this subsection {(e) shall be

considered during the adequacy study conducted during the interim preceding

the 2015 regular session of the General Assembly,

SECTION 3. Arkansas Code Title 6, Chapter 19, Subchapter 1, is amended

to add an additional section to read as follows:
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6-19-128. Transportation efficiency study for selected school

districts.

(2) The Bureau of Legislative Research, in conjunction with the

Department of Education and Division of Public School Academic Facilities and

Transportation, shall conduct a study of student transportation in Arkansas

school districts selected by the House Committee on Education and the Senare

Committee on Education to assess how the time and cost of public school

district transportation for students can or should be minimized in the school

districts.

(b} The study and resulting report shall include without limitation:

(1) Bow the selected school districts:

{A) Administer student transportation routes and number of

school buses to accommodate student needs; and

{B) Plan and implement school bus routes to accommodate:

(i) BRegional or local geography; and

{(ii) The density or scarcity of student populationg

(2) The influence of the factors under this subdivision (b)(2)

on the time and cost of school bus routes.

{3) A review of other states® practices concerning student

transportation in school districts.

(¢)(1l) The bureau, the department, and the division, shall prepare a

report with analvsis, findings, and recommendations based on the study.

(2) The findings and recommendations shall include without

limitation:

(A) A list of school distriets for whiech a boundary

adjustment or other alternative would reduce the school district’s

transportation time or cost;

(B) A detailed description of each alternative for

reducing the selected school districts’ transportation time or cost,

including without limitation:

(i) The estimated number of hours of transportation

time to be saved per student presented by school district and by statewide

total; and

(ii) The total estimated cost tc be saved under the

alternative presented by school district and by statewide total; and
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{C) A description of the proposed implementation of anvy

alternative, including without limitation:

(i) The cost of implementation: and

(ii) TFor any boundary change considered in the

alternative, whether the boundary change will result in changes to an

affected school district’s compliance with the State Board of Education’s

standards for academic achievement, accreditation, and financial management.

(3) The bureau shall present its report to the House Committee

on Education and the Senate Committee on Education for the biennial adeguacy

study by October 1, 2014, unless the report deadline is extended by the House

Committee on Education and the Senate Committee on Education acting jointly

to a date not later than October 1, 2016,

(d)(1l) The study and report required under this section are subject to

the availability of reliable data.

(2)(A) School districts shall comply in a timely manner with

requests from the bureau, the department, or the division for information

needed under this section.

(B) The department and the division shall assist in

obtaining the requested information from school districts and shall report

the noncompliance of a school distriet:

(i) In the report required under this section; or

(ii) At the request of the House Committee on

Education or the Senate Committee on Education.

(3) If the bureau, the department, and the division agree that

changes to coding requirements for school districts are needed for obtaining

future data concerning student transportation, the report shall reflect those

recommendations.

SECTION 4. Arkansas Code § 6-20-602(b)(2)(C)(i), concerning state
board approval of the closure of isolated schools, are amended to read as
follows:

(C)Y(i) Ypew Except as provided under subdivision (b)(Z}(£)

of this section, upon receiving a petition for approval of a motion to close

all or part of an isolated school under subdivision (b}(2)(A) of this
section, the state board shall have the authority to review and approve or

disapprove the petitiom.
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SECTION 5. Arkansas Code § 6-20-602(b)(2), concerning state board
approval of the closure of isolated schools, is amended to add an additional
subdivision to read as follows:

(E)(i})f{a) The state board shall not approve the closure of

a school or shall suspend the closure of a school under this section after

January 1, 2013, and before April 30, 2015, for reasons other rhan academic

distress, fiscal distress, or failure to comply with state accreditation

standards.

(b) The number of students enrolled in a

district shall not be used as a factor in reaching a finding of academic

distress, fiscal distress, or faflure to comply with state accreditation

standards or in determining the appropriate response to the finding.

{(ii) The House Committee on Education and the Senate

Committee on Education may extend the period for suspending the application

of this section to a date not later than December 31, 2016, pending the

completion of the study required under § 6-19-128 and the consideration of

the Bureau of Legislative Research report during an adequacy study.

SECTION 6. EMERGENCY CLAUSE. It is found and determined by the

General Assembly of the State of Arkansas that the closure of schools and

administrative reorganization of school districts under current law may cause

irreparable harm to small and rural schools and school distriets; that the

present law should be reviewed before further application of the law; and

that this act is immediately necessary to suspend the application of the law

pending that review, Therefore, an emergency is declared to exist, and this

act being immediatelv necessary for the preservation of the public peace,

health, and safety shall become effective on:

(1) The date of its approval by the Governor:

(23 If the bill is neither approved nor vetoed by the Governor,

the expiration of the period of time during which the Governor may veto the

bill; or

(3} If the bill is vetoed by the Governor and the veto is

overridden, the date the last house overrides the veto.
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/s/Alexander

Referred by the Arkansas House of Representatives
Prepared by: CLR/VJIF
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CONSOLIDATION OF SCHOOLS AND DISTRICTS:
WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS AND WHAT IT MEANS

Craig Howley, Jerry Johnson, and Jennifer Petrie, Ohio University

Executive Summary

Arguments for consolidation, which merges schools or districts and centralizes their
management, rest primarily on two presumed benefits: (1) fiscal efficiency and (2) higher
educational quality. The extent of consolidation varies across states due to their
considerable differences in history, geography, population density, and politics. Because
economic crises often provoke calls for consolidation as a means of increasing
government efficiency, the contemporary interest in consolidation is not surprising,.

However, the review of research evidence detailed in this brief suggests that a century of
consclidation has already produced most of the efficiencies obtainable. Indeed, in the
largest jurisdictions, efficiencies have likely been exceeded—that is, some consolidation
has produced diseconomies of scale that reduce efficiency. In such cases, deconsolidation
is more likely to yield benefits than consolidation. Moreover, contemporary research
does not support claims about the widespread benefits of consolidation. The
assumptions behind such claims are most often dangerous oversimplifications. For
example, policymakers may believe "We'll save money if we reduce the number of
superintendents by consolidating districts;” however, larger districts need--and usually
hire—more mid-level administrators. Research also suggests that impoverished regions
in particular often benefit from smaller schools and districts, and they can suffer
irreversible damage if consolidation occurs.

For these reasons, decisions to deconsolidate or consolidate districts are best made ona
case-by-case basis. While state-level consolidation proposals may serve a public relations
purpose in times of crisis, they are unlikely to be a reliable way to obtain substantive
fiscal or educational improvement.

Recommendations

As is evident in the above summary, findings based on available research suggest that
decision makers should approach consolidation cautiously. Specifically, we recommend
that policymakers:

= Closely question claims about presumed benefits of consolidation in
their state. What reason is there to expect substantial improvements, given that
current research suggests that savings for taxpayers, fiscal efficiencies, and
curricular improvements are unlikely?



Avoid statewide mandates for consolidation and steer clear of
minimum sizes for schools and districts. These always prove arbitrary and
often prove unworkable.

Consider other measures to improve fiscal efficiency or educational
services. Examples include cooperative purchasing agreements among districts,
combined financial services, enhanced roles for Educational Service Agencies,
state regulations that take account of the needs of small districts and schools,
recruitment and retention of experienced teachers for low-wealth districts,
distance learning options for advanced subjects in small rural schools, smaller
class sizes for young students, and effective professional development programs.

Investigate deconsolidation as a means of improving fiscal efficiency
and improving learning outcomes.



CONSOLIDATION OF SCHOOLS AND DISTRICTS:
WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS AND WHAT IT MEANS

Introduction

This pelicy brief has five goals: (1) to explain what conselidation is and what it entails;
(2) to describe what proponents expect from consolidation; (3) to synthesize the several
strands of evidence related to both the experience and the results of consolidation; (4) to
state the major research findings; and, finally, (5) to offer recommendations based on
the findings.

School and district consolidation have once again been brought to the fore as a timely
school-reform strategy. This seems to occur whenever state revenues fall. That is
certainly the current context, with the near-collapse of the world banking system and the
subsequent and ongoing economic crisis. State legislatures around the nation have been
urged by various policymakers and state officials to trim the number of school districts
and schools. Thus a brief examining the relevant research is timely for legislative staff,
state school leaders, citizens, parents and other interested stakeholders. Recent efforts,
for instance, have been enacted or proposed in Arizona, Arkansas, Indiana, Kansas,
Maine, Nebraska, New York, and Vermont.

Because of the way the literature is divided between econometric studies and school
quality studies, an introductory observation is needed. Econometric studies of district
consolidation tend not to include the value of important educational contingencies such
as extracurricular participation rates, parental involvement, and community support.
These are what economists consider “externalities”—they don't count in the analysis.
This tendency is, for example, even evident in the good work of the economists of the
Duncombe team cited throughout this brief.

What Is Consolidation?

Consolidation is a familiar strategy used by business management to reduce costs and
increase uniformity.! In education, the term usually refers to (a) combining districts and
(b) closing schools and sending students from the closed schools to other schools (or
building a new and larger school).

Although district consolidation is sometimes referred to as “district reorganization” and
distinguished from school consolidation, this brief follows the common usage of the
word to refer to combining either schools or districts.2 This is an important point to keep
in mind and helps explain the presentation of research throughout this brief. With a
single exception, the recent literature on school consolidation is essentially research on
school size. This means that the focus is on educational effectiveness rather than
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economic efficiency. In contrast, recent research on district consolidation explores the
reform as an efficiency measure. And the attempts to gain efficiency through district
consolidation are often through school consolidation—thus the overlap. Accordingly, in
the discussion that follows, research that is specifically applicable to district
consolidation (or school consolidation) will be identified as such. Where no distinction is
made, the discussion applies to the strategy of consolidation in general. As an historical
note, the efficiencies secured by consolidation were generally intended to improve
educational inputs that were believed (historically) to lead to improvements in
educational outcomes. Also, in the early days of consolidation, most schools existed in
single-school districts, so the distinction between school and district consolidation was
initially small.

Centralization is a close synonym, referring to the combination of previously separate
functions or entire enterprises under a single administration. Managers in education
have often adopted business practices perceived to be successful,3 and consolidation and
centralization are among the earliest such adoptions.+ Within that context, older
research—from the 1930s to the 1970s5—aimed to discover the benefits of consolidation,
which had been put on the agenda a decade earlier, around 1920. Benefits were usually
affirmed by research in that era, which was the time of major consolidation in American
schooling (see Figures 1 and 2 for trend depictions of change in the number of U.S.
schools and districts). These benefits included single-grade classes (age-grading),
specialized subject-matter teachers, more intense professional supervision and
leadership, and, increasingly, free transportation to and from school.
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Figure 1. Total Number of Public School Districts, 1931-19975

http://nepec.colorado.edu/publication/consolidation-schools-districts 2 o0f 24



| 600,000

! . Total Number of Public Schools

500,000 - :

: * ==—Total Number of Public School /\\/
| 400,000 -+ Students (X 100)

© 300,000

200,000

" 100,000

O ¥ ¥ T 1] T T ¥ H 1 T ¥ i H 1
18692 1875 1889 1899 1505 1919 1929 1939 1949 1959 1969 1979 1989 1999

Figure 2. Total Number of Public Schools, 1869-1999%

Perhaps the most famous report of those decades was James Conant’s 1959 book, The
American High School Today. Conant argued that high schools needed at least 400
students in grades K-12 to offer a “comprehensive” curriculum.? The last major report to
argue for larger sizes for districts or schools, however, appeared in 1970.8 Since that
time—that is, subsequent to the aggressive consolidation of the American K-12 system—
the contemporary research, as a body and almost to a study, has not recommended
consolidation either to save tax dollars or to improve the outcomes or quality of
schooling.? This research literature suggests that consolidation has exceeded the goals
set by past leaders like Conant. Indeed, in the past 25 years, five state-level studies (in
Indiana, Louisiana, Michigan, Montana, and North Carolina) reached this conclusion.o

In any case. in both business and schooling, reduction in the “span of control” is the clear
result of centralization and consolidation. A narrow span of control is generally easier to
manage than a wide one,* and by definition school and district consolidation reduces the
number of administrative units that higher-level managers must deal with: it yields
fewer schools and districts than formerly prevailed. After school consolidation,
superintendents have fewer schools to manage, and after district consolidation, State
Education Agencies have fewer districts to manage. District consolidation does yield
more schools for a central district office to manage, but consolidated districts often close
schools, and they often employ or add middle-managers. Very large districts employ
large central office staffs—a significant diseconomy of scale—for just such a purpose.
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For educational and industrial management, both consolidation and centralization have
evident benefits—but only to a point.’2 Just as the well-known endpoint of business
consolidation is monopoly, extreme school consclidation could potentially produce some
ill effects associated with lack of competition, as one recent study suggests.:3 This
concern is particularly relevant given the historical record of extensive consolidation and
the creation of extremely large districts and schools.™

Recent Developments and Expectations

Notwithstanding the concerns about consolidation, a number of states have promoted
wide-scale school and district consolidation in recent years through various combinations
of incentives, disincentives, and direct policy interventions.’s Offering state funds to build
new consolidated schools that meet minimum size requirements has been a popular
inducement in states like Kentucky, West Virginia and Ohio, where many smaller school
districts have limited fiscal capacity and depend on state dollars for capital construction
projects.1¢ Other states (including Idaho, Illinois, Kansas, and New York) have offered
direct financial inducements to consolidating districts, via one-time incentive grants or
multi-year commitments, purportedly to cover the costs of consolidating.!?

Policy disincentives that make the operation of smaller and community-based schools
and districts difficult include: (1) facilities construction policies mandating minimum
enrollments or disallowing renovations of existing structures (in Alabama, Kentucky,
Ohio, North Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia, for example), or both;:#
and (2) unfunded mandates related to staffing, curriculum offerings, or graduation
requirements that result in the need for additional and specialized staffing that smaller
districts cannot readily afford (as in California, New York and Texas).'? Because the
trend has been toward larger and larger units, state policies are most often formulated
with larger schools and districts in mind.

In a more direct approach, Arkansas recently enacted and has actively enforced
legislation that simply eliminated all districts with enrollments below an arbitrary
number (350 students), forcing voluntary mergers or forced annexations.2e Similar
legislation has been debated or is still under consideration in a number of other states.>

Particularly in states with many districts and smaller schools, it seems self-evident that
reducing the number of schools and districts will reduce administrative costs. Yet as the
next section demonstrates, research offers remarkably little support for that position.22
Reforming and improving educational opportunities is a somewhat distant second
motivation for consolidation, based on the assumption that offering a greater variety of
courses equates with expanding opportunities for students. However, this once widely
held belief, made especially popular by Harvard president James Conant, is also
contradicted by the evidence.23

Given the combination of an economic downturn (manifested particularly sharply at the
state level where education is governed and where it often constitutes the largest budget
item) and the aggressiveness of contemporary education reform, the push for
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consolidation is no surprise. Indeed, consolidation may assume an even higher profile
across the states if genuine economic recovery remains elusive in the coming months and
years. But do the empirical assumptions underlying the push find evidentiary support?

Evidence

This section considers reports on the history, experience, and results of consolidation. We
know that school and district consolidation play a strong public relations role in times of
crisis (supplying policymakers and educational leaders with ready-made talking points for
discussions about belt-tightening and school reform, for example). Less obvious, however,
is whether or not there is good evidence to predict that inereasing consolidation is likely to
improve efficiency and student opportunities—or to save tax dollars in an economic
emergency. This segment reviews evidence relative to those concerns.

History of Consolidation

In the decentralized system of U.S. schooling, organizational variation is substantial.2s
Schools are configured with all sorts of grade levels, and in all sizes from very small
(several students) to extremely large (up to 5,000). School districts exhibit similar
variation in size and configuration. Many states, for example, maintain separate
elementary and high-school districts.2s Hawaii operates just one district (the entire
state), while Texas operates more than 1,000 districts. Many states maintain hundreds of
districts; for example, New Jersey, which is geographically small but highly populated,
maintains more than 600. Not surprisingly, this considerable organizational variation
has produced notable differences among states with regard to school and district size
{see Figure 3, which shows state variability for district size only).

Such variation is neither accidental nor permanent. Rather, it reflects ongoing changes
in population dispersion, adaptation to geography (e.g., island or desert schools), and the
outcomes of professional, political, and popular struggles.26 As late as 1930, more than
262,000 public schools enrolled students (compared with 86,470 now), but many of
these schools existed as the only school in a district. Tens of thousands of dispersed one-
teacher schools (and one-school districts) were systematically closed between 1930 and
1960.%7 As of the 2008-2009 school year, the U.S. public system operated just 13,879
districts (housing the 86,470 schools), serving a much larger student population (e.g.,
about 49 million public school students in 2005, as compared to about 26 million in
1929) in many more communities and neighborhoods.?® The size of the average district
increased ten-fold, and the size of the average school increased five-fold.=

Although the historical trajectory has been toward ever-larger schools and districts,
substantial variability persists within and among states. Originally, the colonies and then
the young nation had no public education system. Schools were subsequently established
and governed locally. Evolving legal provisions, however, beginning with 1789
Constitution’s de facto delegation of educational responsibility to the states, began the
slow systematization of a public enterprise. Fiscal responsibility throughout the 19t and
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early 20th century, though, remained a substantially local one.2° In many states today, in
fact, the local share of education funding remains greater than the state share.®
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Figure 3. Average Enrollment (in Regular School Districts) by State, 2008-0932

Note: Hawaii excluded because it is organized as a single district.

Perhaps the major event that enabled the systemic transformation of American
schooling, and the associated consolidation of districts, was the arrival of the automobile.
Improved roads and motorized vehicles meant children could be moved over greater
distances to ever-more-distant “central” schools. Roads and automobiles created widely
distributed suburbs, especially after the Second World War, and in those years new,
larger schools were built to serve the suburbs.

In cities, separate school districts were consolidated very early on, starting at least in the
mid-19t-century. Centralization was similarly regarded as a best practice suitable for
“scaling up” in rural places and in towns and villages that were becoming more suburban 33
Not coincidentally, the largest districts operated the largest schools, then as now, both in
cities and in suburbs: today, the 500 largest school districts are so large that they enroll
43% of public school students nationwide; the remaining 17,453 enroll the remainder.34

For rural areas, where one-teacher schools were most common, county-level consolidation
was first proposed in 1922.35 That configuration has been fully realized in some states
(such as West Virginia), substantially realized in others (such as Virginia}, and less
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systemically realized elsewhere. In general, the more impoverished and exploited a rural
region, the greater the apparent likelihood of county-level consolidation.3 For example,
although Ohio has hundreds of township-sized districts, county-level consolidations are
cormimon in its Appalachian region. Historical circumstances have influenced both the
realization of consolidation and successful resistance to it.37

Experience of Consolidation

Reports of subjective experiences with consolidation highlight the variable and even
contradictory nature of its impact on students, families, educators, and community
members—particularly according to the individual’s role (as teacher, student, or parent,
for example) and orientation to the consolidation (that is, affiliation with the receiving
school or with the closed school).32 One recent study,3? for example, found that students
adjusted to consolidation somewhat more readily than did teachers and administrators;
for all three groups, individuals associated with the receiving school reported a less
negative experience than did those associated with the closed school.

An extensive account4® of West Virginia students and their families depicts the experience
as inflicting considerable harm. After the school consolidation (closures), students
attended larger schools where they received less individual attention, endured longer bus
rides to and from school (and hence longer days), and had fewer opportunities to
participate in co-curricular and extracurricular activities (a result of both increased
competition for imited spots and transportation issues). Families’” experiences included
fewer opportunities to participate in formal school governance roles (as members of site-
based leadership teams, for example) and increased barriers to participating informally in
their children’s education: increased travel time, for example, proved a barrier to
volunteering, visiting classrooms, and taking part in parent-teacher conferences.

As compared to reports of superintendents’ successful leadership of consolidation
efforts, studies of the experience of district consolidation from community and teacher
perspectives are rare, yet remain classics in the education literature.# In contrast to West
Virginia, one recent inquiry+? that investigated the perceptions of Ohio parents and
students eight years following a school district consolidation reported overall satisfaction
with outcomes. Notably in that case, the consolidation resulted from a local decision and
was not part of a sweeping state mandate.

Accounts of educators suggest that consolidation may result in professional benefits
{(such as improved professional development opportunities, inereased salaries and
enhanced job security), but that it may also result in personal costs (including increased
stress, loss of confidence and heavier reliance on support networks).43 Aecounts of
educational leaders’ experiences tend to focus on the processes involved and to
emphasize lessons learned, often offering advice for managing future consolidation
efforts, most particularly with regard to public relations.+4 In general, such accounts
suggest that negative feelings about consolidation can be mitigated when leaders actively
attempt to understand community cultures and actively seek to involve parents and
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community members in the process. Needless to say, such consultation and involvement
is an opportunity for citizens to voice objections, and the process of citizen involvement
is therefore usually limited, in that it is very carefully managed and contained by
educational leaders and policymakers.45

Results of Consolidation

Even in the early 21% century, consolidation is still promoted as a way to reduce costs
through economies of scale and to improve teaching and learning. The early waves of
consolidation did produce arguable improvements: graded schools, special teachers,
professional administration, and more solid buildings (wooden schools have all but
disappeared).4¢ The two purported benefits are, however, potentially contradictory,+
because economies of scale can undermine teaching and learning. Indeed, the
originators of consolidation warned that its purpose was not to save money, but to
improve schools. Ideally, the resources rescued with internal efficiencies (if economies of
scale are actually obtained) would be redirected to other—possibly better—purposes. It
was precisely such redirection of resources that early reformers sought and obtained
with the creation of graded schools, specialized teachers and professional administrators.
Whether or not these changes improved learning outcomes is unknown, although an
important new longitudinal study of earnings provides unique historical (1920-1949)
evidence on the question. It looked at school consolidation and determined that earnings
for white males in a particular age range were substantially higher in states that had
sustained smaller schools than in those that did not.48

Research on the effects of contemporary consolidation suggests that new consolidation is
likely to result in neither greater efficiency nor better instructional outcomes—especially
when it results from state poliey that implements large-scale forced consolidation. The
window of opportunity for useful state-level efficiencies seems to have closed because the
desired systemic benefits were substantially realized in earlier consolidation pushes. The
consolidation strategy seems to have reached the point at which markedly diminished
returns should be anticipated.

While cost analyses seem to validate predictions of increased fiscal efficiencies resulting
from some consolidations,* the opportunities are small and now involve only the smallest
districts (those enrolling very few students).se Even if efficiencies somehow cut the costs
per student in half, the overall benefit to the state would be minimal since the number of
affected students is so small. Further, the available research comparing pre- and post-
consolidation expenditures finds that district consolidation does not on average reduce
educational expenditures.s' Indeed, other studies report increased costs, as operational
budgets are affected by diseconomies of scale resulting from increased expenditures for
transportation, operation, management and supervision, security, and guidance.s2 Related
research that predicts the likely result of making schools or districts larger through
consolidation is more nuanced, indicating that efficiencies can be achieved in some
expenditure areas and for certain types of schools or districts, but also suggesting caution
for policymakers pursuing consolidation in the hope of cutting costs.53
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In terms of its influence on teaching and learning, contemporary school consolidation
efforts often fail to deliver the promised enhancement of academic offerings.s+ Even
when consolidation does produce a wider menu of educational experiences for students,
evidence suggests that large school and district size negatively affects desirable academic
outcomes.ss A sizable body of research investigating school size has consistently found
larger size (after moving beyond the smallest schools) to be associated with reduced rates
of student participation in co-curricular and extracurricular activities, more dangerous
school environments, lower graduation rates, lower achievement levels for impoverished
students, and larger achievement gaps related to poverty, race, and gender.5¢ In
particular, moreover, larger district size has been shown to be negatively associated with
the achievement of impoverished students.s? It is fair to note here that this research is
correlational; that is, while the studies show that large schools often exhibit these
negative trends, they do not demonstrate that size itself causes them. In addition, the
correlations are largest for the most impoverished students. The overall pattern is
nonetheless clearly negative and is sufficient to raise serious doubts that substantial
benefits will accrue from making a given school or districet larger—especially in terms of
academic outcomes for poor and minority students. The doubts are much more serious
for a statewide policy that makes schools and districts larger without regard to or
allowance for their specific characteristies and constraints.

As noted at the beginning of this discussion, economists’ studies of district consolidation
tend not to count important educational contingencies. For patrons of school districts,
however, such contingencies do count in reality. This is true even if no cost, or capital
value, is easily estimated for them. Indeed, sociologists refer to such things as “cultural
capital.”s® In this sense, econometric studies of district consolidation can be faulted for
underestimating the associated costs, and this possible underestimate could be especially
relevant in the very districts identified as the likeliest candidates for consolidations. As
previously noted, small district size is associated with higher achievement for poor and
minority students.s9

Still more cause for concern comes from one very recent school-size study by an
economist that did directly link the effects of changes in size to student achievement.
This study, which examined “shocks to enrollment” (increases and decreases, via either
consolidation with another school or by removing grades), found that increasing the size
of Indiana elementary schools (partly by school consolidations) lowered student
achievement significantly, with a predictable future economic cost that, according to the
researcher, far outweighed the marginal fiscal savings of sustaining smaller schools.é°

The influence of school and district consolidations on the vitality and well-being of
communities may be the most dramatic result, if the one least often discussed by
politicians or education leaders. Put simply, the loss of a school erodes a community’s
social and economic base—its sense of community, identity and democracy—and the loss
permanently diminishes the community itself, sometimes to the verge of abandonment.®
The comparative silence surrounding this issue is likely the result of its frequent rural
character—the block of affected voters is both numerically small and politically and
economically insignificant.62
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By contrast, massive city systems are still with us, and despite the evident challenges of
mammoth (and likely diseconomies of} scale and contingent organizational
dysfunctions, no movement of deconsolidation has seriously arisen.® This urban legacy
is only rarely acknowledged to also be an efficiency problem bequeathed by
consolidation. Possibly the urban consolidation issue is so intertwined with numerous
other difficult urban legacies (such as racism, economic inequality and environmental
degradation) that addressing it proves impossible.64

Finally, the results of consolidation need to be understood symbolically as well as
literally. For instance, whether it plays out at the school Jevel or district level,
consolidation has both literal and symbolic importance. The literal results are very clear:
schools and districts get larger. Although district consolidation often results in school
closures several years down the line, it also regularly involves the immediate closing of
one or more schools. Either way, district consolidation means schools are closed and
children are sent elsewhere (most often to a different community). For local people, this
literal result predictably carries substantial symbolic import® that policymakers must
understand and take seriously.s?

Symbolism aside, the reality is that those consolidations that are most likely to generate
efficiencies of scale have long been realized, at least according to available state-level
efforts that have examined the issue systematically.®® In those rare instances where this
is not the case, it makes more sense to consider school and district consolidation on an
individual basis, and not as a widespread state mandate.59

An additional argument for making decisions on a case-by-case basis rather than
through a blanket state policy is that experience has shown markedly different
consolidation outcomes for communities with markedly different socio-demographic
characteristics. Specifically, low-wealth and minority populations tend to be inordinately
and negatively affected by consolidation initiatives.7 Consolidation proposals involving
low-wealth and minority communities especially need to be very carefully reviewed, with
community participation strongly cultivated. Similarly, any deconsolidation should be
done with an eye toward enhancing community and family well-being in poor and
minority communities.”

Findings and Policy Recommendations

Once again we want to stress the historically divided nature of the research on
consolidation. First, education leaders set an agenda for conscolidation, basically closing
America’s one-teacher schools, but as another part of the movement creating huge urban
districts and, in many cases, huge suburban districts. Second, between about 1930 and
1970, research efforts tended to confirm the results of larger size—for instance, longer
school years, students sorted by age into classrooms, greater professionalism for the role
of teacher, professional leadership (more principals and superintendents), and
ultimately a much larger proportion of the population attending high schools. Most of
these were major historical achievements, but they represent alterations in inputs and
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processes desired by previous generations of reformers—and they have already been
accomplished. Early consolidations, in other words, achieved efficiencies but did not
save taxpayer money. Instead they improved inputs and processes—which, though
desired at the time, cannot be confirmed as having improved outputs that are of interest
today (e.g., achievement levels or achievermnent growth}.

Achieving more of the same is not what contemporary reformers or policymakers are
after. And no wonder: the circumstances of the early 215 century are remarkably
different from those that prevailed in the early 20 century. The current interest in
smaller schools and districts—in schools and districts that are not so large as to damage
learning, especially among impoverished students—reflects the changed priorities and
circumstances because the current generation of reformers is focusing on improving
outcomes, especially higher achievement. Curiously, so far as the interest in outcomes
goes, even before the big push for consolidation, education reformers did have some
research on hand that might have made them more cautious: some of the early 2oth
century school-size researchers studied the key outcome of achievement and, as a result
of focusing on outcomes instead of inputs and processes, recommended schools that
were half the size of those recommended by authors of input studies.”

From a contemporary outcomes-based approach, recent studies such as Kuziemko’s
“shocks-to-enrollment” study” and Berry's “school-inflation” study™ are among the most
revealing, but studies dating from the late 1980s and 1990s showed that larger districts
and schools lower achievement for students in low-wealth communities.” Additionally,
very large districts (those enrolling 15,000 or more students—the 500 largest among all
17,953 districts in the U.S.) are quite likely to be fiscally inefficient, according to the work
of the Duncombe team.” This new wave of studies provides evidence supporting the view
that consolidation has already proceeded beyond the point of a favorable cost-benefit ratio.

Findings

» In many places, schools and districts are already too large for fiscal
efficiency or educational quality; deconsolidation is more likely than
consolidation to achieve substantial efficiencies and yield improved
outcomes.

+ Financial claims about widespread benefits of consolidation are
unsubstantiated by contemporary research about cost savings
(mostly, but not exclusively, from research on disirict consolidation)
and learning (mostly, but not exclusively, from school-size research).
The assumptions behind such claims are most often dangerous
oversimplifications. For example, policymakers may believe “We’ll save money if
we reduce the number of superintendents by consclidating districts”; larger
districts, however, need—and usually hire—more mid-level administrators.7
School closures often result in extra costs due to added expenses of
transportation, management, and the like.
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» Claims for educational benefits from systematic statewide school and
district consolidation are vastly overestimated and have already been
maximized. Schools that are too large result in diminished academic and social
performance, and some evidence suggests that the same conclusion applies to
districts that are too large.

+ Which deconsolidations would likely produce improvement can be
judged only on a case-by-case basis, with attention to the devilish
details that sweeping state policies cannot provide. The same is true for
the few consolidations involving very small numbers of administrators, teachers,
and students that might seem advisable.

» Impoverished places, in particular, often benefit from smaller schools
and districts, and can suffer irreversible damage if consolidation
occurs.

« Overall, state-level consolidation proposals appear to serve a public
relations purpose in times of fiscal crisis, rather than substantive
fiscal or educational purposes.

Recommendations

Writing in the Journal of Education Finance in 2002, Jacob Adams and Michael Foster
gave some good advice to policymalkers: “Assume nothing and analyze much when
considering [consolidation] proposals. Purported benefits of larger organizational units
do not materialize automatically. Context is important, and issues of efficiency, cost,
student performance, educational climate, and community relations must be
addressed.”™

The best available evidence supports this counsel for two fundamental reasons: First, the
industrial benefits of larger scale were likely fully achieved during the 20 century.
Remaining efficiencies from consolidation are very likely not systemic, but spotty and
marginal: the cost-benefit ratio is at best doubtful. Second, the 20t cenfury’s extensive
consolidation has likely gone too far and has likely violated efficiency requirements,
thereby producing widespread diseconomies of scale. Moreover, during this expansion,
consolidation reforms were driven by a different set of circumstances with a state policy
focus on inputs. Today, however, the reform agenda is focused on higher test scores--and
consolidation appears to be a very unlikely contributor (and more probably an
impediment) to improved outcomes.

Given these many consideration, we specifically recommend that policymakers:

+ Closely question claims about presumed benefits of consolidation in
their state. What reason is there to expect substantial improvements, given that
current research suggests that savings for taxpayers, fiscal efficiencies, and
curricular improvements are unlikely?
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+ Avoid statewide mandates for consolidation and steer clear of
minimum sizes for schools and districts. These always prove arbitrary and
often prove unworkable.

+ Consider other measures to improve fiscal efficiency or educational
services. Examples include cooperative purchasing agreements among districts,
combined financial services, enhanced roles for Educational Service Agencies,
state regulations that take account of the needs of small districts and schools,
recruitment and retention of experienced teachers for low-wealth districts,
distance learning options for advanced subjects in small rural schools, smaller
class sizes for young students, and effective professional development programs.

+ Investigate deconsolidation as a means of improving fiscal efficiency
and improving learning outcomes.
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44 Chance, E., & Cummins, C. (1998). School/community survival: Successful strategies used in rural school district
consolidations. Rural Educator, 20(2), 1-7;

Ward, J.G., & Rink, F.J. (1992). Analysis of local stakeholder opposition to school district consolidation: An
application of interpretive theory to public policy making. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 8(2), 11-19.
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45 Maine recently mandated widespread consolidation. wilh districts given the option of selecting "partners” for
consolidation. Though the goal was to reduce the number of districts from 290 to 80, as of May 2010, 215 districts
persist. See

Cronin, J. (2010). A case study of school district consolidation, School Administrator, 67, 19-23.

In Kentucky, when members of the Harlan County School Distriet’s Local Facilities Planning Committee {(a decision-
making body established as part of the Kentucky Education Reform Act and tasked with making recommendations
regarding capital construction projects) was unable to reach the required super-majority to approve a plan to
consolidate its three high schools, the state Board of Education simply overruled them. See

Johnson, J. (2007). Schaool size, social justice, and conflicting state objectives: An investigation of achievement
distributions among Kentucky public schools. Education Leadership Review, 8(1), 51-64.

46 We have, however, occasionally seen modern wooden school buildings on our travels in rural places.

47 The contradiction lies in the professional intention, as Cubberley (1922) insisted it ought, that consolidation would
redirect available funds to more educationally productive purposes, rather than reducing taxes. See

Cubberley, E. (1922). Rural life and education: A study of the rural-school problem as a phase of the rural-life
problem. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. (ERIC Document No. ED392559)

48 Berry, C. (2004). School inflation. Education Next, 4{4), 56-62.

For the academic version of this study, see

Berry, C., & West, M. (2007). Growing pains: The school consolidation movement and student outcomes (Harris
School Working Paper Series 07.03). Chicago: Harris School, University of Chicago.

Economists and many others argue that returns-to-education (income) are the ultimate educational outcome, This
rare historical-economic analysis examines the school-size-related returns to education for white males born between
1920 and 1949. No similar study exists in the literature.

49 Andrews, M. Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2002). Revisiting economies of size in American Education: Are we any
closer to a consensus? Economics of Education Review, 3(21), 245-262;

Dumcombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2005, January). Does school district consolidation cut costs? Syracuse, NY: Center for
Policy Research, Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs. Retrieved January 28, 2011, from

http:/ /www.njleg.state.nj.us/propertytaxsession/opi/does_school.pdf.

50 Results vary somewhat by state, but the advantages are generally realized in consolidating districts that are quite
small by contemporary standards. Zimmer and colleagues (2009, p. 111) found that district enrollment levels in
Indiana within 5% of optimum cost enrotled from just 547 students to 6,889 students. Larger districts are almost as
inefficient as very small ones—but they enroll far, far more students than districts with fewer than 547 students, so
the absolute magnitude of the associated diseconomies actually does have arguable statewide significance in Indiana.
As Duncombe & Yinger (2010. p. 13) observe in the case of New York, “Even though consolidation-induced cost
savings may be large for an individual district, they are inevitably small for the state as a whole because only the
smallest districts in the slate are involved.” See

Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. {(2010). School district consolidation: The benefits and costs. The School Administrator,
67(5), 10-17.

51 Cox, B. & Cox, B. (2010). A decade of results: A case for school district consolidation? Education, 131(1), 83-92;
Groan, R., & Murray, V. {2004). Competition or consolidation? The school district consolidation debate revisited.
Center for Educational Opportunity. Goldwater Institute Policy Report # 89. Retrieved January 28, 2011, from
http:/ fwww.goldwaterinstitute.org/Common/Files/Multimedia/401.pdf;

Streifel, J.S., Foldesy, G., & Holman, D.M. (1991). The financial effects of consolidation. Journal of Research in Rural
Education, 7(2), 13-20.

A conservative pasition on expenditures is Lo accept what researchers call the "null kypothesis®—that is, on average,
no significant difference in expenditures pre- and post-consolidation. Single cases, as always, can be exceptions to the
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zeneral state of affairs. In a zoo7 article aboul New York's consolidation from 1983-1997, Duncombe and Yinger
answered the question “Does it cut costs?” with a yes—but only for the smallest New York districts. Further, they
found that among the associated adjustment costs were some, especially capital expenditures, that steeply reduced
the “savings”—dramatically so in the case of combining two 1,500 student districts to produce one 3,000-student
district. See

Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2007). Does school district consolidation cut costs? Education Finance and Policy, 2(4),

341-375-

52 Coulson, A. (2007). Savings from school district consolidation would be limited and difficult to capture, study
finds. Mackinac Center for Public Policy. Retrieved January 28, 2011, from

http:/ fwww.mackinac.org/article.aspx?ID=8618.

See also:

(1) Andrews, M. Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2002). Revisiting economies of size in American Education: Are we any
closer to a consensus? Economics of Education Review, 3(21), 245-262,

and (2) Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2010). School district consolidation: The benefits and costs. The School
Administrator, 67(5), 10-17.

Andrews and colleagues conclude that cost efficiencies are maximized in districts at about 2,000-4,000 students and
that “sizeable diseconomies of size may begin to emerge for districts above 15,000 students™ (p. 246). [n 2008-2009,
about 4% (n=500) of all U.S. regular school districts had enrollments of 15,000 or more. As noted elsewhere, those
500 districts enrolled 43% of all students in the nation. See

U.S. Department of Education, (2010). Characteristics of the 100 largest public elementary and secondary school
districts in the United States: 2008-2009. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved January 28. 2011, from
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2o11/2011301.pdf.

53 Alpsaugh, J. (1994). The relationship between school size, student teacher ratio, and school efficiency. Education,
114, 593-597.

Andrews, M. Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2002). Revisiting economies of size in American Education: Are we any
closer to a consensus? Economics of Education Review, 3(21), 245-262.

54 For example, consolidated schools in West Virginia failed to fulfill their promises of maintaining AP courses and
foreign language courses; see

Eyre, E. & Finn, 8. (2002, August-October). Closing Costs: School Consolidation in West Virginia. Charleston
Gazetie.

55 Monk, D., & Haller, E. (1993). Predictors of high school academic course offerings: The role of school size.
American Educational Research Journal, 30(1), 3-21. Monk’s work shows that high schools of 400 students are
sufficiently large offer a comprehensive curriculum (recall that 400 was Conant’s advised minimum size for
comprehensive high schools), but that smaller schools can focus on academics and provide excellent offerings. Tao
often, Monk shows, large size results in the proliferation of remedial courses, which can be understood as setting up a
system of low expectations. One might theorize that larger high schools widen achievement gaps in just this way (that
is, by tracking low-achieving students into increasingly lower comparative levels of achievement). More recent work
includes the following:

(1) Johnson, J. (2006). More doesn't mean better: Larger high schools and more course offerings do not boost
student achievement in Iowa. Arlington, VA: The Rural School and Community Trust. (ERIC Document
Reproduction Service No. ED497981);

(2) Lee, V. E., Croninger, R. G., & Smith, J. B. (1997). Course-taking, equity, and mathematics learning: Testing the
constrained curriculum hypothesis in U.S. secondary schools. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 19(2), 99-
123;

(3) Uerling, D. F. & Dlugosh, L. (1999). Selected indicators of a quality high school: program offerings and student
partcipation. Paper Presented at the 8th Annual Conference on Creating Quality Schools in Memphis, TN.
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56 Cotton, K. (1096). Affective and social benefits of small-scale schooling. Charleston, WV: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Rural Education and Small Schools. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED401088).

Bickel, R. & Howley, C. (2z000). The influence of scale on student performance: A muhti-level extension of the
Matthew principle. Educational Policy Analysis Archives, 8(22). Retrieved January 28. 2011, from
http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v8naz/;

Howley, C. & Howiey, A. (2004). School size and the influence of socioeconomic status on student achievement:
Confronting the threat of size bias in national data sets. Educational Policy Analysis Archives, 12(52). Retrieved
January 28. 2011, from

http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/vizns2/;

Johnson, J. {2007). School size, social justice, and conflicting state objectives: An investigation of achievement
distributions among Kentucky public schools. Education Leadership Review, 8(1), 51-64;

Klein, R. & Johnson, J. {2010, October). On the use of locale in understanding the mathematics achievement gap. In
P. Brosnan (Ed.), Proceedings of the 32nd Annual Meeting of the North American Chapter of the International
Group for the Psychology of Mathematics Education. Columbus, Ohio: PMENA;

Pittman, R.B. & Haughwout, P. (1987). Influence of high school size on dropout rate. Educational Evaluation and
Policy Analysis, 9(4), 337-343;

Raywid, M.A. (1999). Current literature on small schools. Charleston, WV: ERIC Clearinghouse on Rural Education
and Small Schools. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED425049).

57 See, e.g.,

(1) Bickel, R., & Howley, C. {2000). The influence of scale on school performance: A multilevel extension of the
Matthew principle. Education Policy Analysis Archives., 8(22). Retrieved January 28. 2011, from
http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v8naz/;

(2) Friedkin, N., & Necochea, J. (1988). School system size and performance: A contingency perspective. Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 10(3), 237-249.;

{(3) Howley, C. (1996). Compounding disadvantage: The effects of schoo! and district size on student achievement in
West Virginia. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 12(1), 25-32.

58 See, e.g.,

{1) Coleman, J. (1988). Social capital in the development of human capital: The ambiguous position of private
schaools;

{2) Putnam, R. (2000}. Bowling clone: The collapse and revival of American community. New York; Simon &
Schuster.

59 For the classic account of such damage in several small districts, see
Peshkin, A. (1982). The imperfect union. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. For the achievement costs, see above.

60 Kuziemko, I. (2006). Using shocks to school enrollment to estimate the effect of school size on student
achievement. Economics of Education Review, 25(1), 63-75.

Kuziemko calculates the cost-benefit figures for decreasing the size of elementary schools by a full 50%. On the basis
of her model (pp. 72-73), which includes the cost of constructing and financing many thousands of new schools, the
estimated net per-pupil return to this investment would be about $3,300.

61 For an empirical study of these phenomena, see

Lyson, T. (2002). What does a school mean to a community? Assessing the social and economic benefits of schools to
rural villages in New York. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 17(3), 131-137;

for a fictional rendering, see

Berry, W. (2001). Jayber Crow. Washington, DC: Counterpoint.

The classic study, again, is

Peshkin, A. (1982). The imperfect union. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. .
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62 Some policymalkers and educators argue that the well-being of local communities. should not concern public
schooling; see, for example, the perspective presented by the superintendent in

DeYoung, AJ. (1995). The life and death of a rural American high school: Farewell Little Kanawha. New York:
Garland.

63 The conclusions of the best and most current review—Andrews, M. Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2002)—directly
warrant this inference: such systems are far beyond the sizes at which efficiency is maximized. Diseconomies of large
systems include increased expenditures for transportation (greatest in rural areas), for additional levels of central
office management, specialized positions such as guidance and counseling, and security, In smaller systems,
according to one hypothesis, the typically unacknowledged and un-costed social capital of parent and community
involvement and support provides the related goods and services in small systems. Coulson, in a Michigan study,
estimated that the projected “savings” from deconsolidation of very large districts in that state would exceed by 12
times the projected “savings” from consolidating small districts; see

Coulson, A. (2007). School district consolidation, size, and spending: An evaluation. Midland, MI: Mackinac Center
for Public Policy. Refrieved January 28. 2011, from

http:/ /www.mackinac.org/archives/2007/52007-06.pdf.

64 Deconsolidation has rarely if ever been attempted, even in rural districts, and though urban decentralization
schemes of one sort and another have been adopted, they cannot address issues related to diseconomies of scale
simply because they do not alter district operational scale. Decentralization is perhaps the district-level practice
analogous to the creation of schools-within-schools in schools that are too large. Both are after-the-fact attempts to
undo the disadvantages of huge scale. Neither has proven very effective. See, e.g.,

Lee, V., & Ready, D. {(200%). Schools within schools: Possibilities and pitfalls of high school reform. New York:
Teachers College Press.

65 Whether or not policymakers intentionally deploy district consolidation as a shoehorn for school consolidation (as
some community activists believe}, the empirical fact is that school closings regularly follow from district
consolidations.

66 The classic study of what closures mean to a community is Alan Peshkin’s Imperfect Union, which documented a
decades-long struggle for both district de-consolidation and keeping schools open.

Peshkin, A. (1982). The Imperfect Union. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

See also DeYoung, A. (1995). The life and death of a rural American high school: Farewell, Little Kanawha. New
York: Garland.

67 In the view of the authors of this brief, the chief utility of consolidation proposals is not improved efficiency or
improved education, but improvement in public relations for the state—which is a symbolic purpose. Sticking with the
symbolic rather than the literal results (which are at best dubious), if the public relations strategy produces
substantial backlash, even the symbolic state purpose in floating the proposals fails. See

DeYoung, A., & Howley, C. (1992). The political economy of rural school consolidation. Peabody Journal of
Education, 67(4), 63-80.

68 State-level investigations of the benefits of consolidation in recent years have concluded the benefits were vastly
exaggerated. See

(1) Coulson, A. (2067). School district consolidation, size, and spending: An evaluation. Midland, M1: Mackinac
Center for Public Policy. Retrieved January 28. 2011, from
http://www.mackinac.org/archives/2007/s2007-06.pdf;

(2) Louisiana Department of Education. (2003). Small school districts and economies of scale. Baton Rouge, LA:
Author. Retrieved January 28. 2011, from

http:/ /www.doe.state.la.us/lde/uploads/3475.pdf;

(3) Schwinden, T., & Brannon, L. (1993). School reorganization in Montana: A time for decision. Helena, MT:
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Montana School Boards Association. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED444769);

and (4) Spradlin, T., Carson, F., Hess, S., & Plucker, J. (2010). Revisiting school disirict consolidation issues
(Education Policy Brief). Bloomington, IN: Center for Evaluation and Education Policy, Indiana University. Retrieved
January 28. 2011, from

http:/ fwww.ceep.indiana.edu/ projects/PDF/PB_V8N3_Summer_2010_ EPB.pdf.

Each of these studies~in quite different states—concludes that very litile would be gained by closing remaining small
schools and districts, many of which exist in sparsely populated areas. The authors of the Louisiana study offer a
particularly harsh assessment of eatly research on consolidation, which they call “biased” because, they claim, so
many of the studies start by intending to prove the benefits of consolidation and larger size. Spradlin and colleagues
(p. 4} provide a list of 16 recent state-level consolidation proposals across the nation.

69 Though many states likely harbor a few cases where advantages might be predicted for consolidation, each state
likely offers more promising opportunities to secure efficiency and educational benefits from deconsolidation.

70 In Arkansas, for instance, school consolidation started immediately following implementation of the state law
mandating district consolidations (immediately, that is, after the conclusion of a one-year moratorium on school
closings). Johnson showed that (1) nearly all closed schools were ones in districts that went out of existence (and so
lost their school boards) and (2) both district annexations and school closures were disproportionally forced on low-
wealth and African-American communities. See Johnson, J. (2006). District reorganization leads to school closures
in Arkansas, especially in high poverty and African-American Communities. Arlington, VA: The Rural School and
Community Trust. Retrieved January 28. 2011, from

http://www.ruraledu.org/articles.php?id=2029;

Jimerson, L. (2005). The impact of Arkansas Act 60 consolidation on African-American school leadership and the
racial composition of school districts. Arlington, VA: The Rural School and Community Trust.

71 Such considerations make the dissolution of gargantuan districts in the name of improved efficiency problematic
indeed precisely because these huge urban districts, on average, enroll students from highly segregated and
impoverished neighborhoods. The proportion of black and Hispanic students in the 100 largest school districts
nationally is 63%, and these districts (many of the suburban) also exhibit higher subsidized meal rates than other
districts; see

U.S. Department of Education. (2010). Characteristics of the 100 largest public elementary and secondary school
districts in the United States: 2008-2009. Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved January 28. 2011, from
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2011/2011301.pdf.

72 The best summary of this early research is Stemnock, 3. (1974). Summary of research on size of schools and school
districts. Arlington, VA: Educational Research Service.

73 Kuziemko, I. (2006). Using shocks to school enrollment to estimate the effect of school size on student
achievement. Economics of Education Review, 25(1), 63-75.

74 Berry, C. {2004). School inflation. Education Next, 4(4), 56-62.

75 Andrews, M. Duncombe, W., & Yinger, J. {2002). Revisiting economies of size in American Education: Are we any
closer to a consensus? Economics of Education Review, 3(21), 245-262.

Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2005, January). Does school district consolidation cut costs? Syracuse, NY: Center for
Policy Research, Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs. Retrieved January 28, 2011, from

hitp:/ fwww.njleg state.nj.us/propertytaxsession/opi/does_school.pdf.

Berry, C. (2004). School inflation. Education Next, 4(4), 56-62. For the academic version of this study, see:

Berry, C. & West, M. (2007). Growing pains: The school consolidation movement and student outcomes (Harris
School Working Paper Series 07.03). Chicago: Harris School, University of Chicago.

Friedkin, N., & Necochea, J. (1988). School system size and performance: A contingency perspective. Educational
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Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 10(3), 237-249.

Howley, C. (2002) Small schoals. In A. Molnar (Ed.) School reform proposals: The research evidence. Boulder, CO:
National Education Policy Center. Retrieved December 30, 2010, from
http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/school-reform-proposals-the-research-evidence.

Kuziemko, L. (2006). Using shocks to school enrollment to estimate the effect of school size on student achieverment.
Economics of Education Review, 25(1), 63-75.

76 See (1) Andrews, M. Duncombe, W., & Yinger, J. (2002). Revisiting economies of size in American Education: Are
we any closer to a consensus? Economics of Education Review, 3(21), 245-262;

(2) Dumcombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2005, January). Does school district consolidation cut costs? Syracuse, NY: Center
for Policy Research, Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs. Retrieved January 28, 2011, from
http://www.njleg state nj.us/ propertytaxsession/opi/does_school.pdf;

and (3) Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2010). School district consolidation: The benefits and costs. The School
Administrator, 67(5), 10-17.

77 Again, according to Duncombe and Yinger (2010, p. 13), “Even though consolidation-induced cost savings may be
large for an individual district, they are inevitably small for the state as a whole because only the smallest districts in
the stale are involved.” The proportionately “large” savings referred to here thus concern the sinallest operating
budgets in a state system. In absolute terms, as Duncombe and Yinger write, the savings are very small. Again, the
traction from deconsolidation—where very large budgets are concerned—seems more substantial.

Duncombe, W. & Yinger, J. (2010). School district consolidation: The benefits and costs. The School Administrator,
67(5), 10-17.

78 Adams, J.E., & Foster, E.M. (2002). District size and state educational costs in Kentucky: Should consolidation
fallow school finance reform. Journal of Education Finance, 27, 833-855.
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Summary

student population, elected school boards, and administrative leadership of 27
districts affected by consolidations involving one or more districts with an African-
American majotity.

This report examines the impact of Arkansas’ Act 60 on the racial composition of the

Act 60 mandated annexation or consclidation of all districts with less than 350 students.
This act affected 99 districts——57 districts closed and 42 districts received students from
the closed districts. Twenty-seven of these districts had a majority African-American
student population, or were combined with such a district. The analysis of these 27
districts indicates that:

1, In just over half of these 27 districts, the student racial composition, at the
district level, is more racially balanced after consolidation. However, for the vast
majority of students (80%) in these districts, racial composition in the new
consolidated districts is similar to that in their districts prior to consolidation.

2. Regardless of race, the njumbers of citizens serving on school boards (from bhoth
closed and receiving districts) has been substantially reduced.

3. The number of elected African-American school board members has been
decreased by 55% overall, especially in closed districts (by 71%), but in receiving
districts as well (by 22%).

4. The number of districts with African-American majority school boards fell from
11 of the pre-consolidated districts to two of the resulting combined districts.

5. Five of six African-American administrators in the 27 affected districts lost their
position as a result of Act 60. The number of African-American superintendents
in Arkansas has fallen by 23% as a result of Act 60 (from 22 to 17).

The Affected Districts

Under Arkansas Act 60, 57 small districts were mandated to consolidate. This act, passed
in early 2004, required "administrative consolidation" of all districts with a student
enroltment of less than 350.

These small disiricts were given approximately two months to find a partner district and
submit a request for a "voluntary” consolidation. The combined districts had to result in
a total enrollment of 350 or more students. These consolidations needed to be approved
by the State Board of Education. Districts that failed to find their own consclidation



partner by the deadline were assigned district partners with which to consetidate. The
State Board of Education made these assignments. In this report, we refer to districts
required by law to either voluntarily consolidate or be forced to consolidate as “closed”
districts.

Of the 57 closed districts, all but two are located in rural areas (defined as communities
with a population of 2,500 or less).’ Those two are located in suburban areas.

The number of districts affected by the Act 60 consolidations is not limited to these 57
small districts, however. Forty-two districts that have "received” these closed districts
are also affected.’ Counting these receiving districts, a total of 99 districts, nearly one-
third of the districts in the state at the time Act 60 was passed, have experienced some
type of administration/governance change under the Act.*

African-American Majority Districts$ ‘

Of these 99 affected districts, 27 were involved (either as closing or receiving districts)
in a consolidation in which at least one of the districts had an African-American
majority student population. ‘

This group of 27 includes: ‘
e 11 African-American majority districts that were closed
» 7 African-American majorityf districts that are receiving districts
e 3 White majority districts that were closed and combined with at least
one African-American majority district
s 6 White majority districts that received at least one African-American
majority district |

This report swmmarizes how consolidation has changed the racial composition of the
student population, school boards, and administrative leadership of these districts.

i
[. Student Racial Composition in the New Combined Districts

|
Forty-seven percent of the students enolled in these 27 districts at the time of
consolidation are African American. Eighteen districts were African-American majority
and nine were White majority. ;

Consotidation produced 13 new, combined districts. Seven of these 13 districts currently
have an African-American majority student population and six have a White majority
student population. |

I. Changes for closed districts.
Eleven districts with student populations that were African-American majority were

mandated to close. Six of these districts became part of combined districts with a White



majority. The other five hecame part of combined districts with an African-American
majority.

Three White majority districts closed. Of these, two entered combined districts with an
African American majority and one entered a combined district with a White majority.

2. Changes for receiving districts.

One of the receiving distxicts went from African-American majority to White majority
status (McGehee) after consolidation. One went from White majority to African-American
majority status {Clarendon). In both cases, the percentage shift in the racial composition
of student population was less than 20 percentage points.

3. Racial balance.

About half of the new consolidated dlstncté are more racially balanced than member
districts were prior to consolidation. (Here we define a state of “rac1a1 balance" as 50%
African American and 50% White student enmllment )

Fourteen of these 27 distxicts are now part pf consolidated districts where the combined
student enrollment is closer to a racial balance of 50-50 than pre-consolidation. One
district has moved further from a 50-50 balance. The other 12 districts have experienced
rainimal or no change in racial composition:through consolidation. We define a

“minimal” change as one where the student racial composition of the new combined
district is less than 10 percentage points dlfferent than the pre-consolidation
compositicn.

Examining the number of affected students in these districts indicates less of a shift
toward racial balance. Only 16.9% of the more than 23,000 students in the affected
districts are part of consolidated districts that are more racially balanced than their
previous district. Only 540 students now attend a new district that is substantially less
racially balanced. (Augusta City went from bemg a small African-American majority to a
two-thirds African American majority when it merged with Cotton Plant.) Over 80% of
the students in affected districts attend schools in consolidated districts with minimal or
no change in racial composition from that of their prior district. Thus, while there is
some movement toward increased racial balance on a district level, most students will
find their new combined district to be not much different, in terms of racial
composition, than their previous district.

In spite of some progress towards racial balance, most of these districts are still primarily
African American or White. In e1ght of the 13 new combined districts, the racial
imbalance is still 20% or greater.’ Also, note that these are district level demographic
data. Until the new combined districts decide which schools to leave open and which, if
any, to close, it is impossible to predict school-level racial composition.

The chart below summarizes these changes. .



Changes in Student Racial Co position Due to Consolidation
i
Numberr;cf Number of Districts

Student§ ' Closed Receivin TOTALS

Affected g
More Racially Balanced after 3,914* | 9% 5 14
Consolidation {16.9%).
Less Racially Balanced after 540 |
Consolidation (2.3%) ! !
Minimal or No Change in Racial :
Composition 18,673
(Increase or decrease of African (80.7%) | 2 10 12
American enroltment of less Nk
than 10 percentage points.)
TOTALS 23,127 || 14 13 27

- i
*That is, 3,914 students in these 27 districts are now

' part of a consolidated district that is more racially
balanced than the district they were part of, prior to

consolidation.
nbined districts that are more racially balanced than

**That is, 12 closed districts are now part of new corn
they were prior to consolidation. "

Il. Impact on African-American School B

oard Representation

. o ‘
We also examined the impact of the consolidation of these districts on school boards.

The impacts here are more evident,

I. Less representation overall,

Prior to consolidation, there were 154 school:

Seventy-four served districts that closed and
The 13 combined districts now have 90 boanli
board representation for the citizens in these

I80 served r

board membess serving these 27 districts.
eceiving districts (154 total).
seats. This represents a 42% drop overall in
;27 districts.
|

. . |
2, Fewer African American board members overall.

Fifty-one of the 74 board members

{(69%) ser:\}ing the closed districts prior to their

consolidation were African American. Twenty-three of the 80 hoard memmbers (29%)

serving the receiving districts prior to consoli‘dation were Afric
sI’;S (48%

to consolidation, 74 of the 154 board membe
African American.’

After consolidation, 33 of the 90 board mem

officials representing the citizens of these 27

D
are African American. This represents a 55% ‘d:

an American. Thus, prior
) serving these 27 districts were

|
ers (37%) serving the combined districts
rop in the number of African-American

affected school districts (from 74 to 33).




3. Fewer African-American board members from both closed and receiving districts.
This drop in representation is not proportional between closing and receiving districts as
measured by the residence of the 33 current African-American board members. Of these
33, only 15 are residents in the districts that were closed. These 15 constitute a 71%
drop in African-American representation for the citizens of the closed districts (from 51

to 15).

E.
h

D

But receiving districts also lost Aﬁlcan-Amencan school board representation. Eighteen
African Amerxicans currently serve on one of the new combined school hoards and live in
a receiving district. This constitutes a 22% Idechma- in African-American representation
from pre-consolidation levels in these dJstncts (from 23 to 18).

4. Many fewer school boards with AfncantAmencan majorities.

5

The change in hoard majorities was even larger Prior to consolidation, 10 of 14 closed
districts had African-American majority boards One receiving district (Stephens) had an
African-American majority. Of the 13 combped districts after consolidation, two have
African-American majority boards, one of which (Stephens-McNeil) was formed from a
consolidation of two African-American majority boards that resulted in a net loss of
three African-American elected officials. Only the Augusta—Cotton Plant annexation
resulted in a shift from a White majority boﬂard in the receiving district (Augusta), to an
African-American majority board in the combmed district.

L.

L.

The chart below summarizes these changes.f;

Changes in African Americatfi School Board Representation
Due to Consolidation

i
|
P

Board Members Closed Recei\?ing Closed and | Combined | Percent
Districts | Districts Receiving Districts Change
Districts
Pre-Consolidation Post-Consolidation
Total # of School Board o
Members 74 30, 154 a0 -42%
# of African-American
School Board Members >l 23 74 33 -55%
Percent African-
American Board 69% 29% 48% 37% -24%
Members ]
# of African-American
Board Members From :
These Areas, Post- 15 18 NA NA NA
Consolidation
% Change in African-
American i
Representation From -71% -22% NA NA NA
These Areas, Post-
Consolidation




lll. African American Superintendents

This decline in African-American board leadership is mirrored in the impact of
consolidation on African-American superintendents. Pror to consolidation, there were
22 African-American superintendents in Arkansas, about 7% of the superintendents in
the state. Six of these were in distxicts forced to close. Five of these six African-
American superintendents have lost their leadership positions in the combined districts.

" Prepared by the Rural Schoof and Community Trust for Advocates for Community and Rural Education
(ACRE): 4408 Blankenship Road, Everton, AR 72633, phone 870-429-6543, e-mail
lavinagrandon@hotmail.com. The author is Lorna Jimerson, policy analyst for the Rural School and
Community Trust. Available onfine at www,ruraledu.org.

% That is, districts located in communities designated as locale code 7 or 8 by the National Center for
Education Statistics.

¥ In this analysis, a "receiving” district is a district that has incorporated one or more of the closed
districts, forming a "new" combined district. In several instances, two or more of the closed districts
combined to form a new district; in these cases there is no “receiving” district.

* Closed districts could be "annexed" or "consolidated” with a receiving district. Act 60 treats these two
configurations slightly differently, mainly around reqhirements for re-zoning and school board
membership. An annexation allows the receiving district to maintain its original school board and merely
add one additional schoof board member from the closed district at least until re-zoning. Alsc re-zoning is
only necessary for annexed districts if previously onk of the member districts was operating under the
federal Voting Rights Act. A consolidated district was required to re-zone almost immediately, could only
have seven school board members, and was required to hold new elections for alf school board members
by the next upcoming September elections. Twenty:nine of the closed districts were annexed and 28
were consolidated. We refer throughout this paper to both annexations and consolidations as
“consolidations.”

* "African-American majority” districts are defined a districts where African American students comprise
50% or more of the total student population. All der:nographic data is from the National Center for
Educational Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD]), 2002-2003.

¢ Here “racial imbalance” is calculated as the percentage of one race minus the percentage of the other
race.

7 Information about the numbers of past and current school boards, their race and their residence was
obuined directly from superintendents, or other knowledgeable district officials, in the each of the
affecred districts,







Exhibit C

10 Research-based Reasons
to Halt School District
Consolidation in Arkansas






10
research based
reasons

to halt school district consolidation
in Arkansas

#1 Students do better in a !

small school close to home.

o R R R R R R

. Students learn more and better in small
schools.

. Students make more rapid progress to-
ward graduation.

. Students are more satisfied.

. Students are less likely to drop out.

. Students behave better in small schools.

Small Schools Summary of Research

www.lsacs.org

Advocates for Community and Rural Education
WAL AGATC.OCY




#2 Students take a more diverse
curriculum in small schools.

K-12 Enroliment Academic Enroliment Units Per Student

0-300 43.1
300-600 41.9
600-900 40.6

Data prosemtod at National Conference on Greating the Quatity School

#3 It costs no more to educate a
student in a very small high school than in
a very large high school.

100-199 in High School: $6,101 per pupi! likely to graduate
1000+ in High School: $6,397 per pupil likely to graduate

I Data presented &t National Corferenoe on Creating the Quallty Schoo!
#4 Increasing the number of credits

offered does not increase achievement.

25000 +-

20000 {5

15000

100.00
i Mare Doesn't Mean Batter —
Jerry Johinson, £4. D,

50.00 1
800 »




#5 Busing steals children’s childhoods and
costs hillions of dollars.

Evm'y school day, public schools transport
25 million students

« Over 21 milllon miles

. On 450,000 buses

. Over 8.8 billion student trips a year

. Costing $17.5 billion per year

Marty Strangde
Rural Scheol and Community Trust

#6 Many hidden costs are never calculated ‘

in consolidation plans.

. Moving personnel from salary schedules of smaller schools to
higher salary schedules of larger schools

- More specialized staff

. Lower support for bond levies, need for new and larger
facilities

. Higher transportation costs

Marty Strange
Rural 8chool and Community Trust

]

#7 Forced consolidation is socially and
morally reprehensible.
. School closings are the fate of the politically vulnerable. ‘

. Where schools are bad, consolidation substitutes abandonment
for fixing.

Marty Strange
Rural School and Community Trust




#8 Small schools cost less to build.

. Smaller schools cost the same per student as larger schools.

. Smaller schools cost less per square foot than larder schools.

. Smalter schools allocated 26% more space to each student than
larger schools.

. Every increment of 100 students increased average cost by $2.70

per square foot.

Cralg B. Howley
Don't Superetzo Me: The fialutionship of Canstruction Cost to Bohoot Enroliment in the LG,

#9 District consolidation is merely a
cloak for closing schools.

. Among 134 schools operating in the 67 districts forced to con-
solidate in AR after 2004, 35% were closed within two years.
Many have closed since,

. 0f 88 schools operating in smalil districts annexed into farger

districts in 2004, nearly half were closed within fwo years.

Jerry Johowost, Ed. D
An Iovestigstion of Sohoo! Closiires Rostlting fron Foroed District
Reorganirstion In Ariansas

#10 School consolidation unfairly targets
poor & minority communities.

. Schools closed by AR Act 60 had 21% higher poverty rates and
served nearly three times higher percentages of African-
American students than those that remained open.

. The chances of majority African-American schools being closed
was 69%. Only 31% of non African-American schools were

closed.

Lorna Jimmerson
The Impact of AR Act 60 on African-American School Leadorehip and Raclal
Composttion of School Districts




Exhibit D

Arkansas Department of Education
Consolidation/Annexation of
Local Education Agencies (LEAS)
July 1, 2004 — December 2012
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Exhibit E

List of Schools Closed by Act 60






Schools Closed by Act 60

July 1, 2014

Alread Elementary

Alread High School

Altheimer Unified Elementary

Altheimer Unified High School

Altus-Denning Elementary

Altus-Denning High School

Arkansas City Elementary Arkansas City High School
Biggers-Reyno Elementary Biggers-Reyno High School
Biack Rock Elementary Black Rock High School
Bright Star Elementary Bright Star High School
Carthage Elementary Carthage High School

Cord Charlotie High School

Cotion Plant Elementary

Cotton Plant High School

Crawfordsville Elementary

Crawfordsville High School

Cushman Elementary

Cushman High School

Delaplaine Elementary

Delaplaine High School

Delight High School

Delta Special Elementary

Delta Special High School

DeValis Bluff Elementary

DeValis Bluff High School

Elaine Elementary

Elaine High School

Emmet Elementary

Emmet High School

Evening Shade High School

Fountain Hill Elementary

Fountain Hill High School

Fourche Valley Elementary

Fourche Valley High School

Gillett High School

Gould Elementary

Gould High School

Grady Elementary

Grady High School

Hatffield Elementary

Hatfield High School

Holly Grove Elementary

Holly Grove High School

Humphrey Elementary

Humphrey High School

Huttig Elementary

Huttig High School

Kingsland High School

Lake View Elementary

Lake View High School

Leslie Elementary

Leslie High School

Lockesburg Elementary

Lockesburg High School

River Valley Elementary

Lynn High School

McNeil Elementary

McNeil High School

McRae Elementary

McRae High School

Mt. Holly Elementary

Mt. Holly High School

Mt. Pleasant High School

Paron High School

Perry Casa Elementary

Perry Casa High School

Plainview Rover Elementary

Plainview Rover High School

Randolph County Elementary

Randolph County High School

Saratoga High Schoa!

Scotland Elementary

Scotland High School

Stephens Elementary

Stephens High School

Swifton Elementary

Swifton High School

Turrell Elementary

Turreil High School

Union Elementary

Union High School

Waldo Elementary Waldo High School
Walker Elementary Walker High School
Weiner High School

Wilburn Elementary

Wilburn High School

Williford Elementary

Williford High School

Winslow Elementary

Winslow High School

44 Elementary Schools Closed

53 High Schools Closed

97 Schools Closed in 10 years







Exhibit F

School Districts with Enrollment
Under 425 Students
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