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| nt roducti on

Tell nost people that you are interested in the issue of
school consolidation, and their first assunption is likely to be
that this issue has already been played out. School
consol i dation, which has been encouraged through state and
national policies throughout the 20'" century, is viewed as being
a ‘done deal’. Certainly, consolidation in the post-WNI period
has reduced the nunber of schools in the United States from
185, 000 in 1945 (Nelson, 1985) to 62,000 in 1990 (Mtchell,
2000). School consolidation has been pursued generally at the
state policy level, through a set of policies favoring | arge
school s over small schools both econom cally and ot herw se.

Wi | e consolidation has been happeni ng across the United
States for years, the issue of small versus |arge schools is
still very current, especially in tw very distinct settings.
First, many small rural schools are fighting to keep |oca
control and | ocation of schools (for exanples, see the
Cl eari nghouse on Rural Education and Small School s
[http://ww. ael .org/eric]). Second, some urban nei ghborhoods
are pushing to establish small conmmunity schools in the face of
the problens that occur in |arge urban schools (for instance,
see the Small Schools Coalition in the Chicago Public Schools

[http://ww. smal | school s. org].)



In this paper, | will discuss the historical and political
econony contexts of school consolidation, outline the current
school consolidation issues, and then anal yze school
consolidation fromthe perspective of the 3-P Mdel, discussed

in nore detail bel ow.

| deol ogi cal and epi st enol ogi cal preanbl e

In presenting a policy analysis, it is inportant to
under stand t he phil osophi cal and epi st enol ogi cal under pi nni ngs
of the work and the author. This evaluator asserts that in the
nmodern world in general, and in educational institutions in
particular, there has been an overenphasis on | arge sol utions
regardl ess of the nature of the problem bei ng addressed.
Whet her the issue is electricity needs being net by
hydroel ectric dans and nucl ear power plants, housi ng needs being
filled by | arge apartnent conpl exes and suburban devel opnents,
or educational needs being answered by | arge school s,
international, national and state policies have tended to favor
the big over the small. Wiile this perspective has enriched
devel opers, builders, bankers and powerful business interests,
it is far |l ess clear whether individual common peopl e have
experienced benefits greater than snmall sol utions would have

provi ded.



The preference for large projects is an of fshoot of the
capitalist econom c systemthat rewards econom c growth over al
other values. In this worldview, the only sustainable systemis
one with continuous growth acconpani ed by decreasing costs. O
course, there are alternative views of sustainability that are
nore defensible in non-economc terns, but this general
worl dview is rarely seriously questioned. Nevertheless, a
nunber of studies have made strong cases for the value of a
series of small solutions to |large problens. Projects such as
t he Granmeen Bank, which provides mcro-loans for business
startups in the devel oping world, and efforts to save snal |
famly farns both recogni ze and denonstrate the feasibility and
effectiveness of small solutions. 1In this paper, we wll
exam ne sone studies that suggest small schools potentially
of fer sonme sol utions problens facing education.

Wth this ideological view, the author sees policy choices
about the size of projects as not just econom c decisions, but
al so socio-political decisions. In the follow ng analysis, one
of the questions that will be addressed is how size affects the
various stakeholders in the policy process.

Epi stenol ogically, this author cones froma perspective of
the social shaping of policy. 1In this view, policy processes
are socio-cultural political systens that are dialectically

shaped through a series of interactions anong stakehol ders.
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This is closely related to the epistemic triangle (Bhola, 2000)
formed by systens thinking, dialectical thinking and
constructivist thinking, but is also related to the author’s
background in social informatics and the social shaping of

t echnol ogy and technol ogi cal systens. Both views predi spose
investigators to consider the totality of conplex interactions
and to reject determ nismas an explanation for the choices of

actors in social systens.

Cont ext

Hi storical frane

Prior to the twentieth century, the United States was a
rural nation, and those schools that existed tended to be snall
The one room school house has a solid place in Anerican | ore,

W th one teacher teaching a small nunber of children from al
grades together. In the twentieth century, however, several
denogr aphi ¢ changes began to take place. First, wth the

i ndustrial revolution in full swing and increasing rates of
immgration (reaching a high of 10.4 imm grants per 1,000 U. S
popul ation in the period from 1901- 1910 conpared to the current
rate of less than 3 inmm grants per 1,000 popul ati on
(U.S.Immgration and Naturalization Service, 1990)), the

Anmerican popul ati on began to shift away fromthe countryside and



into the large cities. Also, the popul ati on was grow ng

i nexorably. Between 1850 and 1900, the U.S. population tripled
from23 mllion to 76 mlIlion people, and then tripled again by
1980, to 226 million (U S. Bureau of the Census, 1990).

By 1918, rural and small schools were beginning to be
per cei ved as acadenically weak, and the trend toward
consol i dati on began (Nelson, 1985). School consolidati on becane
even nore rapid during the Cold War. The Soviet |aunching of
Sput ni k on Cctober 4, 1957:

gal vani zed a novenent to noderni ze and enlarge Anmerica’s

schools. The best and the brightest agreed that snal

school s burdened our ability to win the Cold War. The
canpaign to abolish themwas | ed by Harvard University

Presi dent James Bryant Conant, who contended that those who

resi sted school consolidation were “still living in

i magi nation in a world which knew neither nucl ear weapons

nor Soviet inperialism (Mtchell, 2000).

These pressures toward consolidation saw t he nunber of
school s decline precipitously as enroll nents increased al ong
with the U S population. During the Baby Boom and Generation X
years from 1945 to 1980, school enrollnments increased from 23
mllion to 40 mllion, but the nunber of schools fell from
185,000 to | ess than 86,000 (Ravitch, 1984). By 1990, there

were only 62,000 schools in the U S. and the average schoo
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enrol I ment was 653 conpared to only 127 in 1940 (Mtchell,
2000). In addition, the nunmber of |arge schools have increased
to such an extent that two in five secondary schools now enr ol
over 1,000 students, and sone have as many as 5,000 enrolled
(Mtchell, 2000)

In this frame, it may seeminevitable that school s have
increased in size. Certainly the historical evidence suggests
t hat popul ati on pressures and political pressures have forced
schools to adapt to a world where |arge schools are a necessity.
In | ater sections, however, we will discuss alternative views of

this issue.

Political econony frane

The political econony of school consolidation has changed
over tinme. As discussed above, during the 1950s a great deal of
political pressure was put on schools to consolidate and create
“nmodern” conprehensi ve high schools as a way to defend Anerican
from comuni st inperialism Economically, the |ate 1960s and
1970s, as well as periodic economc downturns in the |late 1980s
and early 1990s, saw schools facing the sanme econom c pressures
as other institutions in the U S. econony. School consolidation
was offered as a way to control increasing costs and stop
downward trends in standardi zed test scores and perceived

wor seni ng school performance.



School consolidation has not always been easy. 1In the
| ocal political realm there has generally been distrust from
both the public and school personnel to plans to consolidate
school s (Cumm ns, Chance, & Steinhoff, 1997). Also, in recent
years there have been two trends that are starting to make | arge
consol i dated schools | ess palatable politically. First are the
w despread popul ar reports of the dangers students face not only
in our large inner-city schools, but also in |arge suburban and
rural school districts. Certainly the Col unbine shootings (in a
school with 2,000 students) and other highly visible instances
of violence in seemngly “safe” schools had an inpact on public
attitudes toward school safety. 1In addition, the popul ar news
and nedi a have reported on increasing |evels of violence in al
types of schools, drug use and abuse in the schools, teenage
pregnanci es, and poor acadeni c performnce of so nmany students.
Wil e sone argue that the answer to these problenms is to “get
tough” and turn our public schools into little nore than day-
pri sons, others have suggested that an alternative is to nmake
school s smal |l er and, thus, easier to handle.

For instance, in 1999 Vice President Al Gore criticized the
practice of “herding all students into overcrowded, factory-
styl e high schools” and Education Secretary Richard Ri | ey
suggest ed reduci ng school size to address issues of student

alienation. R ley told the National Press Club that the nation
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needs to “create small, supportive |earning environnments that
gi ve students a sense of connection. That's hard to do when we
are building high schools the size of shopping malls. Size
matters.” (Gore and Riley cited in Mtchell, 2000, p.12).
Organi zati ons have been pressing policy makers to understand the
benefits of small schools, educationally, econom cally and
politically. Exanples include the Snmall Schools Coalition in
Chi cago, The Bay Area Coalition of Essential Schools in San
Franci sco, the Center for Collaborative Education in New York
City, and the Rural School and Community Trust based in

Washi ngton, D.C. Along with these trends are the increasing
amounts of educational and social scientific research that
suggests benefits fromsmall schools for educating children.
Together, this paints a picture that indicates that the
political econony of school consolidation is slowy changing as

nore and nore influential voices question the status quo.

Current situation

The Policy

There is not a single nationw de policy on “school
consolidation”. There are, however, a broad variety of state

pol i cies encouragi ng school districts toward consolidation.
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What follows is a sanpling to show the relative uniformty of
t he general intent of the policies in a nunber of states.

M nnesota: The M nnesota | egislature passed “corporation-
cooperation” legislation in 1989 that offers direct revenue
conpensation and optional levies to school districts that choose
to consolidate. 1n 1993, the state had 411 school districts,
and anal ysts expected that the legislation would result in the
| oss of approximately ten districts per year, although it is not
clear how long this trend was expected to continue. There was
consi deration of nmandatory consolidation |legislation in 1990,
but it was dropped due to opposition. (Hall & Arnold, 1993)

lowa: The St ate Superintendent of Schools in |owa has
suggested that instead of the 418 school districts in the state
in 1993, 125 school districts would be nore appropriate for the
state. Using financial incentives, the state encourages | ocal
comunities to choose consolidation rather than nmandating it.
(Hall et al., 1993)

IIlinois: [Illinois has broad incentives for school
districts that choose to consolidate. Anong the incentives:

1. 1f a newdistrict qualifies for less total state aid than
the former two districts conbined, the state will nake up

the difference for the first three years of operation as a

j oi nt school .

11



2.1n the first year of operation, the state will make a
suppl enental paynent equal to the conbined existing
deficits of the two school districts, thus paying off their
operati ng debt.

3. For three years, the state will pay the difference in
teacher salaries raised to make up differences in earnings
bet ween the school s.

4. For three years, the state pays the new school district
$4, 000 per FTE enployee in the district. (Hall et al.,
1993)

&l ahoma: Okl ahoma passed H.B. 1017 in 1989 and the current
code lists the follow ng inducenents to consolidation in the
form of one-year allocations of funds:

1. Purchase of uniformtextbooks if the districts were not

usi ng the sanme books.

2. Enmpl oynent of certified teachers for subjects that the
personnel fromthe consolidated districts were not
certified to teach

3. Severance paynents of 80% of a term nated enpl oyee’s
previ ous year’s sal ary.

4. Furni shing and equi pping newy required cl assroons and
| aboratories.

5. Purchase of additional transportation equi pnent.
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6. Renovation and construction of school buildings if deened
essential by the State Board of Education. (2000 School
Laws of Gkl ahoma, 2000)
Wiile there are sone differences in the exanples, they are
generally only in the extent of scale. Generally the policies
are “carrot” rather than “stick” policies: by offering
i ncentives, in sone cases extrenely generous incentives, school
districts are strongly encouraged to consolidate as a way of
fixing their existing infrastructural, supply and personnel

i ssues.

Currency of the Topic

Most educators probably think consolidation is a “done deal .”

As di scussed above, the historical issues influencing schools to
consol i date began near the beginning of the twentieth century
and accelerated in the 1950s. Many school consolidations took
place in the 1960s and 1970s. 1In reality, though, many states
still have small rural schools and are even today grappling with
t he i ssue of whether to consolidate. Nebraska, for instance,
has the | argest nunber of school districts per capita in the
nation, partly as a result of having resisted the national trend
toward consolidation in the 1950s and 1960s. This is in

contrast to their neighbors Iowa, South Dakota and M ssouri,
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whi ch enbarked on an aggressive reorgani zati on of schools in
response to a 1968 report that concluded that the M dwest had
too many schools to build an effective educational climate.
When Nebraska' s state educati on comm ssioner endorsed the
report, he was ousted fromhis job (Mtchell, 2000).

As a | ateconer, however, Nebraska has been meki ng up | ost
ground lately. 1In 1996, the state adopted a series of policies
favoring | arge schools through funding fornmulae. Wile the
| argest districts saw increased state funding, snmall school
districts faced cuts as high as 10% Even though Nebraska’s
smal | schools are anong its best (students attendi ng Nebraska
hi gh schools with I ess than 100 students are significantly nore
likely to graduate and go to college) and the per student costs
at Nebraska's small schools are only 7% hi gher than the costs at
the | argest schools in the state, |egislators |ooking to nmake
gui ck cuts in budgets have decided to sacrifice the state’s
smal | schools (Mtchell, 2000).

Vernmont is another state with a |arge nunber of snall
school s: the average school in Vernont has only 310 students.
Unl i ke Nebraska, however, Vernont has adopted Act 60, which
repl aced | ocal school taxes with a statew de property tax that
pays every school district a basic grant for education. In
addi tion, the state provides additional funds to small schools

to cover their higher costs per pupil. Even though |egislators
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had pl anned for these funds to be tenporary, in 1998 the state
departnent of education concluded in a report that “snal

school s in Vernont cost nore to operate than | arger school s but
they are worth the investnment because of the value they add to
student | earning and community cohesion” (Mtchell, 2000). As a
result, the |egislature apportioned additional funds to support
smal | school s, providing an average 5% boost in revenue per
school .

Anot her current trend in the issue of consolidation, and
the underlying issue of |arge versus small schools, is in urban
school districts. Wile nost urban school districts have |ong
si nce consolidated and grown into nassive urban structures, sone
are beginning to question the nodel of education that favors
these | arge schools. Critics are pointing to the problens in
| ar ge urban school s—drugs, violence, student and teacher
alienation, fam |y decay—and begi nning to suggest that one
answer to these problens is to have smaller school settings with
a stronger connection between school personnel and their
students. One exanple is the Urban Acadeny in New York City
(Raywi d, 1994). The Urban Acadeny is a school-wthin-a-school,
an i ndependent school housed in nine classroons within the
buil ding of a |arger school, the H gh School for the Humanities
(HSH). While the HSH has 1,500 students, the U ban Acadeny

operates with only one hundred 10'" through 12'" graders. It is
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not selective in its adni ssion policies, and serves students
with a wwde variety of abilities, interests, achievenents and
performance. Even though many of the students are not anong the
strongest students academ cally, either before entering the

Ur ban Acadeny or upon |eaving, 95% of the Acadeny’ s graduates
attend college (and nost of the rest enter the mlitary), 100%
of students graduate, none drop out, and all students pass al
six of the state’s required conpetency tests.

Anmong the Urban Acadeny’s ingredients for success are the
smal | size, the dedication of teachers and students to success,
a coherent pedagogi cal focus across the school curriculumthat
seeks to engage students in the | earning process, and an ethic
of constant revision and inprovenent enhanced by a col |l aborative
nodel of problem solving. Successful prograns such as the U ban
Acadeny are being pursued in many Anerican cities to address the

very probl ems caused by consolidation in the past.

Mai n i ssues

Before noving into the policy analysis portion of this
paper, it will help to identify sone of the main issues that
wi |l be discussed below. Here we will just highlight the
topics; specific argunents pro and con will be presented in nore

detail bel ow.
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1. Cost: One of the argunents made in favor of schoo
consolidation is that by enploying efficiencies of scale,
| arge schools are able to operate nore cheaply than many
smal | school s educating the sanme nunber of students. In
general, small schools cost nore per student than |arge
school s, although the extent to which this is true varies
fromstate to state, and sone studies have found relatively
smal|l differences. The main sources of the per-pupil
savings are in admnistration and facilities costs. Fewer
princi pal s and superintendents are required (and attendant
support staff), and fewer buildings result in |ower overal
costs of operation and mai nt enance.

2. Effectiveness: Measures of effectiveness are extrenely
difficult to quantify in the educational realm Many
proxi es have been suggested (standardi zed test scores,
conpl etion rates, college attendance rates, etc.) but it is
difficult to concretize the school experience for students.
How can one neasure the benefits that cone fromattending a
school with strong connections anbong students and between
students and faculty and adm nistrators? How can a sense
of safety in the school setting be nmeasured, quantitatively
or qualitatively?

3. Safety: Violence and anonymity are two maj or probl ens

identified in |arge schools. Wile the public violence of
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a Col unbi ne shooting gets a ot of attention, many nore
school s have viol ence everyday: fist fights, shootings,
assault, drugs, and so on. Wile these are not absent in
smal | schools, few woul d disagree that small schools are
able to control and prevent these sorts of behaviors nuch
nore easily.

. Alienation and other social costs: In a country where
citizen alienation is at disturbing | evels, building
schools that foster alienation at an early age supports

t hese dysfunctional trends in society. In a school with a
caring faculty and adm ni stration and fewer than 100
students, it is nearly inpossible for a student to w thdraw
wi thout this being noticed by school personnel. 1In a
school with 5,000 students, it is not only possible, but
one would actually be nore surprised if their w thdrawal
was even noticed, let alone that a teacher or counsel or
woul d specifically try to help the student. This is
particularly true for the quiet, non-disruptive student.
They are easy to |ose track of.

. Variety: Large schools can offer a wi der variety of
programs. For instance in Hall’s (1993) study of rural
Il1linois schools, he found that the |arger of two schools
in his conparison offered an obviously greater variety of

cl asses. Exanpl es include six business courses conpared to
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three in the small school, three different |anguages, two
of themoffered up to year IVin a large school conpared to
a single |language offered for two years in the snal

school, seven nore English courses at both the renedial and
advanced | evel not offered at the small school, tw ce as
many mat hemati cs cl asses, an a conpl ete vocati onal
education series not duplicated in the small school at all
Sonme studies that we will cite bel ow, however, suggest that
even with a greater variety of classes and activities, a
smal | er percentage of students nmay get to participate in

t hi s enhanci ng prograns.

Nat i onal and gl obal inplications

The debate over consolidation and school size is part of a
| arger debate on the purpose of education. Should schools do
everyt hing possible to make sure that all students are helped to
achieve their potential to as great an extent as possible? O
is education a zero sumgane with |imted resources—Aust some
students | ose and others win, while we try to mnimze the
di sadvantages for the losers? |f we engage our utopian
i magi nations, the forner possibility is far nore pal atabl e even
if we do not necessarily believe that it is a very realistic
likelihood at this tinme. Unless we seek higher goals, we are

unlikely to reach them
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These issues do not just affect Anmericans. The Western
nodel of education is exported around the world, and this nodel
is rapidly becom ng, or has becone, the nodel for the world. |If
our underlying policy preferences remain the sane, this
preference for large schools will have | arge consequences in the
nore rural countries of the world. 1In a country with poor rural
roads and limted transportation systens, it is not just a
matter of riding a safe and nodern school bus an extra 20
m nutes to school, but it becones an issue of whether students
will be able to get to school at all over |ong distances on foot

or in unsafe and expensive vehicl es.

Anal ysi s

In a policy analysis, it is necessary to select an analytic
frame as a tool for understanding policy issues. In the policy
realm there are a nunber of alternative franmes avail able. For
this paper, | wll use the triple perspective (3-P) nodel of
policy analysis (Bhola, 2000b). Bhola defines policy analysis
as:

a thinking process for separating parts of a whole to

understand the nature and function of things...Policy

anal ysi s shoul d be seen as a sel f-consci ous, system c and

systematic exam nation of a policy in regard to its
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ant ecedent val ues, on the one hand; and, on the other hand,
its inplications and consequences for the society at a
particul ar historical time (Bhola, 2000Db).
In order to acconplish this set of tasks, Bhola offers the
triple-perspective (3-P) nodel as a practical tool using
“system c-dial ectical insightful construction rather than a

systemati c-deductive theoretical formulation” (p.6).

Is the policy
PROFESSIONALLY
SOUND?

Is the policy
PRINCIPLED?

Is the policy
PRACTICAL?

Figure 1. Triple Perspective (3-P) Mdel of Policy Analysis
The three aspects of the 3-P nodel are illustrated in figure 1.

The 3-P nodel asks three inter-related sets of questions, as
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seen in the illustration. First, is the policy principled?
Second, is the policy professionally sound? Third, is the
policy practical? The answers to these questions should be
pursued in as broad a manner as possible, using a variety of
tool s, perspectives, data, narratives, and soci ol ogi cal

i mgi nation to reach an understandi ng of the policy issue that
is as fully rounded as possi bl e.

As you can see in the illustration of the 3-P nodel in
figure 1, these three questions do not stand alone in isolation
fromone another. There are substantial overlaps, and the
extent of the overlap may vary fromissue to issue. Certain
pr of essi onal considerations also help to understand the
practicality of a policy issue. Likew se, professional
standards include a definition of that profession’s principles;
asking if a policy is consistent with neta-principles will also
i ncl ude consideration of professional specific principles.
Using this tool, however, allows policy analysts to place a
policy within a framework for understanding. |If a policy is
found to be strongly consistent with principled stands, is
clearly professionally sound, and is able to be practically
i npl emented, it would fall in the area of overlap in figure 1
indicated in gray. This ideal represents a policy that is

strongly defensible and sound.
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In the next section of this paper, we will apply the 3-P

nodel to the question of school consolidation.

| s consolidation principled?

Using the 3-P nodel, one of the three questions asks, “Are
policies favoring school consolidation principled?” To answer
this question, it is necessary to set a standard for principled
action. Sonme would argue that this is difficult, since
different actors will have different standards by which to judge
the actions of others. However, recognizing that a certain
| evel of relativity exists in human val ues does not preclude an
anal yst from anal yzi ng whet her policies are principled. As |ong
as the perspective of the analyst is clear (see the ideol ogical
preanbl e of this paper, for instance) and the anal yst attenpts
to docunent their reasons for their determ nation, readers wll
in turn be able to resolve for thenselves their own | evel of
confort with the analyst’s interpretation

In the case of schools, it is not difficult to argue that
school s shoul d have as one organi zing principle reducing
i nequal ity of opportunity in society. Public schools in the
United States can be understood as a nmechanismfor |eveling the
playing field in a utopian view. |If all children have access to
public schools, and if we can posit a perfect world in which

t hese schools help all children reach their full potential, then
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accidents of birth can be sonewhat mnimzed. The advantage of
weal th woul d not, of course, be elimnated by education, but
people with the advantage of a solid educational background
could at | east overcone sone of the di sadvantages of not being
weal thy. O course, we all know that in reality public schools
do not fulfill this ideal, but few in education would argue that
this ideal is msqguided.

|f, then, one principle in question is whether school
consolidation is a principled policy, we can then |ook at the
issue fromat |east two different |evels of abstraction. On one
hand, school consolidation could be argued to be principled at
the macro level; by elimnating small schools with inadequate
facilities and under-trained teachers and replacing themwth
nore nodern facilities staffed by a better faculty, the school
may be a better school. On the other hand, at the individual
| evel there is clear evidence that |arge schools
di sproportionately benefit gifted and tal ented students who are
able to take advantage of better classes and expanded
extracurricular activities. For the |ess advantaged student,
their likelihood of participation in enriching experiences
actual ly decreases with school size. Finally, for the nost
di sadvant aged student there is a nmuch higher risk of “falling
t hrough the cracks” and becom ng di senfranchi sed and

mar gi nal i zed.
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Looking first at the macro |evel, sonme studies exist that
have indi cated that consolidating schools into one |arger
district can give students nore prograns and access to better
facilities (Nelson, 1985). MCreight (1998), for instance,
describes a small school district in Texas with a deteriorating
30 year old infrastructure, |eaking roofs, unsafe wiring, |ack
of teachi ng space, |ack of housing for teachers and taxpayer
resi stance to funding increases, and overwor ked personnel where
school consolidation offered and option for inproving a failing
rural school. Nelson (1985) argues that consolidated schools
are able to share courses and facilities, that sharing results
in a nore varied curriculum and capital inprovenents costs are
reduced due to the elimnation of duplicate facilities.

Li kewi se, Hall & Arnold (1993) present data fromlllinois that
suggests that the advantages of consolidation in terns of
broader curriculum increased teacher salaries, and taxpayer

savi ngs far outwei gh the di sadvantages they identified, such as
i ncreased travel tinme for students. These sorts of argunents
are generally the ones offered by policy makers who favor school
consolidation; unfortunately few qualitative or quantitative
substanti ve studi es have been nade to docunent these clainms. In
the articles discussed above, for instance, McCreight offers
nmore of an advocacy article with no data, and Nelson is only

di scussing the benefits in a short paragraph before di scussing
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in greater detail the liabilities of school consolidation. Only
Hall & Arnold (1993) present fairly convincing data in four case
studies of Illinois schools that had clear curricul ar advantages
for consolidation, and even then the districts in question were
very small (under 100 students per grade) and consolidated into
smal | - to noderate-sized schools ranging in size from675 to
2100 students in K-12. In other research, the only two sanpl es
of unqualified successes for |arger schools over small school s
that | was able to find conmes fromtwo snall and specialized
studies. One found that both nmales and feral es at |arger
school s exercised nore, were | ess shy, were | ess insecure about
their body self-inmage and had | ower body nmass (Page &
Hamer nei ster, 1996). The other found, using a regression
nodel , that students from |l arger high schools had higher wages
in |later jobs, on an average of 2% nore per 100 students in the
hi gh school population (Ewi ng, 1995). The authors suggest that
this is partially explained by the fact that students at |arger
hi gh schools are nore used to dealing with stress and conpl ex
situations, a scenario likely to be repeated in the workpl ace.
These two exanpl es hardly seemsufficiently principled reasons
to consolidate school s.

Thi s author suspects that these principled benefits are
possi ble, but only in a constrained set of circunstances. To

make this point, | will draw upon undocunented persona
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experience. As a child, | attended a recently consol i dated
school in northern Chio. El nore Schools and Wodville School s
were both small school districts (wwth fewer than 600 students
in grades K-12 each, an average of 50 students per grade) facing
difficult tax bases and state pressures to consolidate. Both
schools were being pressured to join with arge school districts
in their prospective counties which would have resulted in |ong
school bus rides (40 mnutes or nore) for students at the
schools. Instead, the two schools, located in different
counties, chose to consolidate with each other into the new
Wodnore School District in 1969. |In doing this, rather than
both towns | osing their schools and the concomtant |oss of the
community resource of a school, both towns were able to keep
their schools. Elnore housed an el enentary and the high school,
whi |l e Woodvill e housed an el enentary and a middle school. High
school plays and basketball ganes were held in Wodville,
football ganmes and band concerts in Elnore. The resulting
school was still on the smallish side by many neasures (with
approxi mately 100 students per grade), but had a stronger

conbi ned tax base, sone reduction in adm nistrative costs, and
satisfied state pressures to consolidate. The reason | give
this exanple is that it shows howin this one limted

ci rcunstance, two schools were able to reap the benefits of

consolidation without the | osses identified in nuch of the
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literature (see below). Indeed, sone exanples in the literature
support the argunent that only the smallest schools (defined as
those with | ess than one hundred students per grade) suffer from
sone of the problens identified in small schools: limted
curricula, scheduling difficulties, shortage of teachers in sone
subj ect areas, heavy faculty | oads, and | ow educati onal
aspirations (Monk & Haller, 1986). It is possible that schoo
consol i dation, done properly as two small schools conbine into a
nmoderately sized school, can satisfy the question “Is the policy
princi pl ed?”

In the vast majority of cases, however, a very different
scenario occurs. Instead of two small towns keepi ng school s,
generally a | arge school envel ops one small school. The snal
school’s students are bussed to the |arge school, and the smal
town |oses its school and all attendant community functions and
enpl oynent. Fanning (1995), for instance, argues that school
consolidation may worsen a nunber of problenms wi th education,

i ncl udi ng vi ol ent student behavior, famly disintegration, |oss

of stable comunities, and |loss of clarification in the teaching

of values and norals (p.3). Cherryhol nes (1988) al so argues

that |arge school districts are nore likely to enphasize a

st andard sequenced curricula and narrowWy focused eval uati on.
Study after study gives exanpl es of how students and

communities are hurt in ways that suggest school consolidation
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violates the principle that schools should act to reduce
inequalities. Rogers (1992), for instance, argues that snal
school s neet three essential conditions for providing high-
qual ity education better than | arge schools: 1) students are
wel | - known by their teachers, 2) students are actively engaged
in learning and in school activities, and 3) the school provides
a secure and caring environment. Rogers goes on to argue that
the limted curriculumof a small school can be turned into an
advantage if the school devel ops a focused and coherent academ c
program and further contends that educators and policy nakers
nmust shed their ties to i mages of the conprehensive high schoo
devel oped during the 1950s but out-of-date and nostal gi c today.
Ot her studies that argue that small schools are either
equal to or superior than their |arger counterparts at the
educati onal goal of enhancing access to education include
Al spaugh (1994), Cotton (2000), Mtchell (2000), and Zars (2000)
are just a few of the many studies available. In general, these
studies find that small schools foster a greater sense of
bel ongi ng, parental involvenent, |ower dropout rates and higher
attendance (Mtchell, 2000), shorter bus rides (Zars, 2000),
| ess social disruption, and better adm nistrator and teacher
attitudes (Cotton, 2000).
Probably the nost dammi ng study fromthe perspective of

principles is Irnmsher (1997). |Irnsher argues that while
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students with high soci oecononic status performbetter in |arger
school s, students frommnority and | owincone famlies perform
much better in small schools. The m ddle-class students do not
show cl ear evidence either way. Irnsher argues that the
argunent for greater curricular variety, too, only benefits a
smal | percentage of students: the affluent students in advanced
educational tracks. Large schools have higher dropout rates,
nore drug abuse, and a higher likelihood that di sadvantaged
students wll “fall through the cracks” as their are ignored or
m ssed in the sea of faces in a |arge school.

To concl ude the discussion on the issues of principles, it
is relatively clear that except in the case of consolidations of
very small schools with each other or into noderately sized
school s, the evidence is that school consolidation is not
principled. The decision to consolidate schools is primarily
econoni c, not educational, and puts the interests of the
students behind those of adm nistrators. There appears to be
fairly broad evidence that very | arge school s increase
inequality rather than reduce it. |In addition, it appears that
the primary student beneficiaries of school consolidation are
the talented and gifted students, and the prinmary |osers are
students from di sadvant aged situations. Since educators cannot

afford to institutionalize a view of any proportion of
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i ndi vi dual students as expendable, they risk their principles

when accepting school consolidation policies.

| s consolidation professionally sound?

Pr of essi onal soundness in the area of school consolidation
requires that we exam ne the issue through the | ens of education
prof essionals. A confounding aspect of all research into
educational policies that affect entire school districts, or
even in the case of school consolidation nultiple school
districts simultaneously, is that there are a great many
stakehol ders with potentially differing interests. Educators
seeking professionally sound policies would, in principle, try
to find solutions that benefit stakeholders in ways that do not
detract in significant ways from ot her stakehol ders as nmuch as
possible. In this analysis, | wll attenpt to identify several
of the key stakeholders, and illustrate ways in which their
educational interests are affected by policies that favor school
consol i dati on.

Education wit large involves a |arge nunber of aspects of
student and community life. There are the obvi ous aspects of
educational quality, such as class size, teacher experience,
test scores, class opportunities, and school infrastructure.
There are al so non-acadenic areas related to the quality of an

educati on, such as extra-curricular activities and non-school
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activities held in school facilities. These non-academ c areas
bring additional stakeholders into the education, as footbal
ganes, school plays and dinners held in the school cafeteria
i nvol ve not just students, but their parents and conmunity
menbers wi thout children in the schools. The |Ioss of a school
can affect a community far beyond the classroom

One of the nost commonly cited educational advantages to
| arger consolidated schools over their smaller brethren are the
availability of a broader variety of classes and new
opportunities such as advanced pl acenent courses that smaller
school s may not be able to offer. These have been discussed
above in the section on principles. 1In sunmary, |arger schools
do, in general, offer nore courses representing a broader
variety of topics, but the advantage to this w der selection
generally benefits the best students differentially. Put
sinply, for a student taking basic math and basic English, a
wi der sel ection of courses would have little, if any, inpact.
For an advanced student interested in cal culus, physics,
literature or other specialty topics, attending a school that is
able to offer these courses obviously confers an advant age.
This illustrates one of the challenges when identifying
st akehol ders in attenpting to eval uate the professional
soundness of a policy. |If we define our stakehol ders as

“students in academ c classes,” there is no way to determ ne
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whet her their interests are served by a consolidation plan that
offers nore course offerings. W nust sub-divide this
particul ar stakehol der category into at |east two categories:
students in advanced courses and students in basic courses. It
is likely that our analysis would be even better if instead of
two categories for the academ c paths of students, we identified
nmore (possibly renedi al, special education, gifted and tal ented,
etc..) and attenpt to see how they are affected by | arge schoo
Si ze.

Anot her common cl ai m made of | arge schools is that they
i ncrease extra-curricular opportunities. For instance, while a
smal | school may have a band and a choir, a | arge school may
have several bands, orchestras, show choirs, concert choirs and
ot her perform ng groups available to students. Likew se, the
smal |l school’s sports teans are likely to have a difficult tine
agai nst the nore powerful teams of the larger schools. However,
the fact that the |arger schools have nore powerful sports teans
i ndi cates one area where the picture is not so clear that
students’ interests are better served by large schools. 1In a
paper | ooking at school size and its effects on student
participation rates, Mirgan & Alw n describe the structura
i nducenents to participation in a school’s extracurricul ar
activities (Morgan & Alwi n, 1980). Their study found that

school size has strong and consistently negative effects on the
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rate of student participation in extra-curricular activities due
to Barker’s “manni ng” phenonenon (Barker, 1968). Essentially,
in small schools the extra-curricul ar behavioral settings are
“under-manned,” neaning that there are nore openings for
students than students avail able and/or interested in
participation, so a |arger proportion of students participate in
a larger nunber of activities per student. At |arge schools, on
t he other hand, activities are “over-manned,” with nore
interested participants than avail able spots, resulting in

| onered participation rates. In other words, while Big Gak High
may have a power house football team manned by 6 foot, 275-pound
behenpoths and win the state title, nmany students who woul d be
able to nmake a | ess conpetitive squad are | ocked out of

partici pation.

Is this educationally sound? What is wong, nany woul d
say, with going to a school that w ns the state chanpi onship?
Don't all students share in the victory? Possibly, but they do
not share equally. It is a different experience to play on a
sports teamthan to attend a sporting event as a spectator.
Taki ng as an assunption that participation on sports teans has
potential educational advantages for students in terns of
bui l ding teamwrk skills and an ability to follow through on
projects, one can posit no such parallel advantage to sitting in

the bl eachers on a Friday night. Training a greater nunber of
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students to passively observe the behavior of others, in fact,
is potentially destructive both to the students and to society
in general, which faces a population less |ikely to engage in
civic joining in later life.

Anot her aspect of schools is that schools are a setting
where children continually develop their sense of self and build
their self-perception in relation to the world around them
“Through their relationships with adults and peers in the school
setting, youths negotiate a sense of identity, discover their
interests and skills, and prepare for adult roles” (Garbarino,
1995). A positive social environnent at school appears to
af fi rm adol escent devel opnent, but sonme schol ars (Garbari no,
1995) have argued the large schools with enroll ments over 500
students are “categorically incapable of establishing a social
environment that is supportive of adol escent devel opnent”
(Bowen, Bowen, & Richman, 2000). Bowen et. al. (2000) found
t hat measures of school satisfaction, teacher support and school
safety were all higher at schools with I ess than 800 students
when conpared with |arger schools.

What about the professional concerns of adm nistrators?

Al t hough the general claimis that |arge schools are easier to
adm ni ster than a series of small schools, it is |likely that
this is only really true at the state-level. |If a state nust

adm ni ster prograns and paperwork for 125 different school
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corporations instead of 430 schools, it is easy to see how

adm ni stration decreases. Likewise, it is possible that the
sheer nunbers of adm nistrators required may be | essened
somewhat (al though probably offset by the general increases in
school adm nistrative costs as a percentage of school budgets in
recent years). But at the micro-level, for the individua
admnistrator it is clearly nore work to adm ni ster a school of
5,000 students and hundreds of personnel with all the attendant
student, faculty, and staff issues that arise than it would be
to admi nister a school with only 800 students and a few dozen
faculty. New problens such as conplicated bus routes and room
scheduling arise. Problens such as frequent contacts with
police and parole officers, dealing with violence, drugs and

al cohol in the halls, and trying to maintain order take away
froman adm nistrator’s ability to deal with purely academ c

i ssues. Does it serve the professional interests of this front-
line adm nistrator, then, to be responsible for nore probl ens?
We nust answer that it is not.

In sunmary, while there are certain educational advantages
to large schools (nore resources and prograns, for instance),
there are al so serious and severe drawbacks (e.g., larger
classroons with less individual attention). |s consolidation
prof essional |y sound? Again, our answer appears to be a

qualified “no”.
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I s consolidation practical?

The third and final question in the 3-P nodel asks “Is
school consolidation practical?” Again, this question depends
on the perspective of the stakeholders. Froma strictly
econoni ¢ perspective for school adm nistrators, schoo
consol idation definitely has practical aspects. Instead of
several superintendents overseeing small schools, one set of
adm nistrators can run a single, |arge school with | ess noney
per pupil. Teacher contract negotiations, bus schedul e
coordi nati on and even sports schedul es can all be negoti ated
once rather than many tines.

Fromthe perspective of a different stakehol der, on the
ot her hand, the view nmay be altered. For the small business
| ocated next to the soon-to-be-closed | ocal school,
consolidation is very unpractical, since their business is
t hreatened by the | oss of revenue fromstudents, parents and
comunity nenbers attending the school. Even in the case of the
adm ni strators, practicality can be threatened if the
superi ntendents and princi pals nust spend increasing portions of
their tinme dealing with school violence, security, personnel
probl ens, and drug viol ati ons.

To focus our discussion of practicality, | want to

tenporarily set aside strictly pragmatic issues of school
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governance. Large school s have nanaged to operate, for better
or worse, for many years and it can be assuned that at |east at
sone | evels |large schools can prove practical operations.
Instead, | want to focus on a neta-issue of the role of schools
in their communities.

In an early article on this topic, Sanderson (1941) argued
that in decisions about school consolidation, the inportance of
preserving and strengthening community |ife should be consi dered
equally with factors of cost and efficiency. “The education of
the individual is not the sole objective of the school; it nust
also aid in creating a fine social environment, for otherw se
the school will be unable to achieve its primary function of
giving the individual the best sort of education.the inportance
of the school as a community center will increase” (p. 410). He
argues that school admi nistrators have a responsibility to their
communities as well as to their students and school boards.

The literature recognizes that in small comunities, the
schools are a hub of activities and a najor resource to the
communi ty (Fanni ng, 1995; Lauzon & Leahy, 2000; Nachti gal,
1994). Sal ant (1998) points out that school consolidation has
shifted control of the schools away fromlocal citizens and to
state departnents and professional admnistrators. This
di vestiture renoved | ocal oversight on matters of curricul um

school | ocation and teacher qualifications, resulting in the
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| oss of the school as a locally controlled community
institution. Kretzman & MKni ght (1993) also argue this cuts
bot h ways:
As school s beconme nore professionalized and centralized,
they have tended to distance thenselves fromtheir |ocal
communities. The vital |inks between experience, work, and
educati on have been weakened. As a result, public and
private schools in many urban and rural communities have
| ost their power as a valuable conmmunity resource (p. 209).
Schools in small communities serve a wide variety of
community functions. The following list identifies just sone of
t hese functi ons.
1. School districts provide between 5-10% of the |ocal payrol
in small rural counties.
2. Realtors report that property val ues decline when school s
cl ose.
3. School s pronote a comunity identity.
4. School s host | arge nunbers of comunity events, both school
and non-school .
5. The quality of life in vacated communities declines.
6. Conmunity organi zation participation decreases when a
school vacates a comunity.
7. In a nutshell, schools unite communities. (Lauzon et al.

2000)
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G ven these argunents, | must conclude that schoo

consolidation, particularly when it results in the | oss of
school s as comunity institutions through the cl osing of

buil dings, is not a practical policy for the continued | ong-term
health of communities and their residents. 1In a few cases,

where two very small school s conbi ne and create ways of

mai ntai ni ng conmmunity ties, consolidation is practical for
comunities, as in the Wodnore exanpl e above. Thus, it is

i nportant to consider context when discussing the practicability

of school consolidation

Concl usi on

In determ ning policy goodness for as diverse a set as
“Anmerica’ s schools”, clearly no single nodel could possibly hope
to fit all situations. Just as we have argued that contrary to
common know edge, big is not always best, neither are snal
schools the answer in all situations. It is extrenely inportant
to consider the | ocal socio-political, historical and geographic
context. The value of policy analysis is in determning the
situations where one choice is at an advantage over others.

Thi s paper has taken a macro view of school consolidation policy
to di scuss the possible benefits for very small schools but the

dangers inherent in formng extrenely | arge schools.
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| would |ike to suggest for schools considering
i mpl ementing a programto consolidate schools that at the
formation stage, they utilize tools to determ ne the potenti al
st akehol ders and the possible alternatives. Winer (1998)
of fers one possible nodel that this author has found useful.
Weinmer relies on the use of goals/alternatives matrices as a
tool for policy formation. |In a goals/alternatives matri x,
there are three main features. The |abels for the rows in the
matri x represent the formulations of policy goals. The
specification of policy alternatives nmakes up the |abels for the
colums. Finally, prediction is used for filling in the cells
of the matrix. One of the ways in which Weiner’s use of the
goal s/alternatives matrix framework differs fromstandard policy
visions is that he values the role of post positivismin hel ping
to “di scover relevant values and goals..in helping to discover

potentially desirable policy alternatives.”

Table 1. Weiner's Goals/Alternatives Matri x

Pol i cy Pol i cy Pol i cy
Alternative 1 Alternative 2 Alternative 3
Policy Goal 1 Predi ct ed Predi ct ed Predi ct ed
outcone 1-1 outcone 1-2 outcone 1-3
Policy Goal 2 Predi ct ed Predi ct ed Predi ct ed
outcone 2-1 outcone 2-2 outcone 2-3
Policy Goal 3 Predi ct ed Predi ct ed Predi ct ed
outcone 3-1 outcone 3-2 outcone 3-3
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Wi mer argues that post positivist discourse is
particularly valuable as the policy anal yst seeks to identify
t he stakehol ders and the rel evant values at stake in the policy
area in question. This is because the analyst is unlikely to be
given a list of relevant val ues when asked to provide a policy
analysis. Instead, the policy analyst nust “discover and
justify values and their related goals” as an integral part of
the policy analysis process. Since the values and goals for
policy are nmultiple and conflicting, the analyst nust identify
as many as possi bl e and seek policy recomendati ons that
accommodate as many of the nultiple value sets as possible. In
particular, it is incunmbent on the analyst to identify the
“silent |losers,” those who otherw se have no voice in the policy
maki ng process, and ensure that their values and goals are
considered as part of the general analysis. Weiner goes so far
as to argue “anal ysts have a noral obligation to raise the ful
range of values in their consensual relationships with their
clients.”

In the case of school consolidation, using this nodel would
all ow school districts to identify their policy goals (such as
cost savings and ease of admnistration, but also strong
student -t eacher rel ationshi ps, opportunities for students, best
educational strategies possible in classroons, building good

relationships in the comunity, etc.). Next the school can
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identify policy alternatives (consolidation with a | arge school
district, consolidation with a small nearby school, use of newy
avail abl e tools such as di stance education tools and information
technology to bring share specialty classes anong a consortium
of schools, raising taxes, etc.). For the intersection of each
of this goals and alternatives, then, the district can predict,
given their unique |ocal know edge about their schools, history
and communities, possible outcomes. In many cases, this would
all ow the decision nmakers to focus less on strictly econom c
concerns and began to consi der other aspects of the decision as
well. In many cases, they may determ ne that the educational
and social costs of consolidation outweigh the potentia
econom ¢ benefits.

School consolidation is not an easy issue. There are
strong feelings that surface when a school considers
reorgani zation. This policy analysis has suggested that in nmany
cases, the rush to consolidate has proven ill chosen and had

unf oreseen negative results. Snmall can be beautiful.
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