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Number of Schools, 1869-1999
Source:  Berry, Christopher.  2006.  School Consolidation and Inequality.  University of Chicago, Harris School of Public Policy.
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Number of School Districts, 1931-1997
Source:  Berry, Christopher.  2006.  School Consolidation and Inequality.  University of Chicago, Harris School of Public Policy.
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The Current Landscape and Arguments Today

Conditions That Lead to Pressure for Consolidation 
Today.

Long-term declining enrollment and rising per pupil cost in rural 
areas.

Poor economy and fiscal distress – especially in state budget

Court order requiring equity and/or adequacy in state aid 
(especially if plaintiffs are rural)

Regional divergence of fortunes within the state -- prosperous 
urban areas, rural areas in distress



Some States Where This is Current Issue

Alabama New York 
Arizona North Carolina
Arkansas North Dakota
California Pennsylvania
Georgia South Carolina
Idaho South Dakota
Iowa Texas 
Kansas Vermont 
Maine Virginia
Massachusetts West Virginia
Missouri Wisconsin
Nebraska OTHERS??
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The Political Take Homes

1. The consolidation issue invokes emotional and fundamental appeals on 
both sides.

2. Small school advocacy should not be a shield for nepotism, cronyism, 
political patronage, and racial segregation…or keeping football rivalries.  

3. Pro-consolidation can be about quality, but it’s more often about the 
money.

4. Closing districts is but a prelude to closing schools.
5. School closings are the fate of the politically vulnerable.
6. Where schools are bad, consolidation substitutes abandonment for fixing.
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The Research: Small Works

• Learn more and better in small schools 
• Make more rapid progress toward graduation 
• Are more satisfied 
• Are less likely to drop out
• Behave better in smaller schools

“All of these things we have confirmed with a clarity 
and at a level of confidence rare in the annals of 
education research.”

-- Mary Ann Raywid
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5. Standards for Reorganization
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Rural School District 
Reorganization Standards

1. Maintains and improves small schools, including small high 
schools, making them more cost-effective. 

2. Provides funding for each school sufficient to meet program 
and outcome standards as defined by the state and to provide 
each child with an equal opportunity to achieve. 

3. Retains or places schools within communities and avoids 
placing them in isolated open country.

4. Provides maximum participation in school governance by 
communities served by the school and the school district and 
requires local community approval of school closings.
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Rural School District 
Reorganization Standards

5. Honors and reinforces a policy of racial desegregation. 

6. Makes best use of appropriate distance learning technologies 
to share students and faculty enriching curriculum and 
instruction without enlarging schools or transporting students.

7. Reduces disparity between districts in local tax capacity and 
effort.

8. Protects children from bus rides exceeding 30 minutes each 
way for elementary students and one hour each way for high 
school students.
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Rural School District 
Reorganization Standards

9. Maximizes regional cooperation between districts, such as 
regional education service centers, to provide high-cost, 
low-demand services efficiently to schools and/or students 
who require them.

10. Strengthens local economic and community development 
and supports and is supported by community patterns of 
work and commerce.

11. Keeps as many grades as possible in one school center.  

12. Recognizes and respects family work and commuting 
patterns to avoid fragmentation of family life.
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