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School consolidation has been a heated topic in
Kansas history, and the ongoing debate over
school funding, fueled by rulings of the Kansas
Supreme Court, has only brought the topic to the
forefront again. In urban areas, the talk is of
saving money by consolidating rural districts. At
least one advocate of rural areas has returned
the favor by asking for consolidation of urban
districts.

But is consolidation a good policy, especially if it
is driven by state lawmakers or the courts? A
look at history and the research into school
consolidation shows that bigger is not always
better. Consolidation can be an ineffective and
even counterproductive method of saving money
and improving education. There are better ways
of improving the delivery of education.

History of Consolidation

Calls for consolidation are nothing new. In fact,
two scholars observe that “consolidation has
been a defining characteristic of educational
history throughout the twentieth century.”
Centralization held the upper hand for a good
portion of that time. Industrialization,
urbanization, and a belief that bigger is more
efficient and more professional fueled the drive
for consolidation across the country.

Kansas has already seen a great deal of
consolidation. As part of the Consolidation Act of
1886, for example, nine schools in the Kansas
City, Kansas area were merged to form one
district.® Even with this merger, the number of
school authorities was quite large in the 19™
century, reaching a peak of 9,284 in 1886.*

A 1945 law aimed at reducing the number of
districts by a third, from 8,112 down to 5,411,
was eventually declared unconstitutional, but it
set the stage for further consolidation. As a
result of the further laws and the landmark case
Tecumseh School District vs. Throckmorton, the
number of districts was reduced to 311 by
1969.°

Though the pace of consolidation has slowed
down since then, it hasn't stopped entirely.
Today the number hovers around 300, and it is
on schedule to go lower. On November 2, 2005,
the school boards in two Washington county
districts, USD 221 (North Central) and USD 222
(Washington), agreed to merge their districts.
The public will have the final say in a vote in
2006.° A few days later, in Jewell county, voters
in USD 278 (Mankato) and USD 104 (White
Rock) approved a plan to merge their public
school districts.”
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Arguments in Favor of Consolidation

The case for consolidation rests on two major
pillars: economics, and educational opportunity.
Both arguments go back at least to the early 20"
century.® The economic rationale is that
consolidation will promote efficiency. Two can
live cheaper than one, the thought goes. Bulk
purchases allow administrators to save money.
Districts can close older, inefficient and costly-
to-repair buildings. Taxpayers can save money
because there will be a need for fewer
administrators. In short, the argument goes,
consolidation makes economic sense. It is
therefore good, if not required, especially in rural
areas with low population growth or population
decline, to consolidate schools and districts.

But economic efficiencies are not the only selling
point of consolidation’s advocates. Consolidation
is said to contribute to educational quality by
establishing the base for more diversified and
specialized services and offerings. The larger
student population creates more opportunities
for support staff, such as counselors and
reading specialists. Larger enrollments might
allow for specific classes that might not be
feasible with smaller schools. A further argument
for consolidation is that teachers can be paid
more if they work in a larger, better-funded
district.

Arguments Against Consolidation

While cost savings and increased
professionalization of staff have been touted as
benefits of consolidation, opposition to the idea
has found great support from an appeal to
community, and by extension, personal identity.
As Kansas State professor David C. Thompson
summarized the position, “People will see the
loss of a school as taking a shot at the heart of
the community.”

Academic problems

There are other reasons to be wary of
consolidation, though, including its effects on
learning. At its best, consolidation does little to
boost student achievement. There is, in fact,
evidence that it harms students. Louisiana State
University professor David Brasington, for
example, found that a doubling of school size
would cause test scores to fall by one
percentage point.®® University of Chicago
professor Christopher Berry discovered that
increasing the average size of a school within a
state by 100 students was associated with a 3.7
percent decline in the earnings of that state’s
high school graduates. While the finding does
not address academic performance directly, it
does suggest that consolidation does not help
prepare students for life after school.*

One way that consolidation can harm academic
performance is through reducing competition
among schools. When Harvard economist
Carolyn Hoxby examined school performance by
comparing thousands of dollars spent per pupil
with increases in national assessment scores,
she found that “Public schools do respond
constructively to competition, by raising their
achievement and productivity.”** Consolidation
of schools and school districts, on the other
hand, necessarily reduces the number of
competitors in a given locale.

Meanwhile, the benefits of small schools is one
of the promising areas of research in education.
The findings have been strong enough to
convince the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
to invest $745 million in touting the benefits of
smaller schools, whether in rural or urban
settings. With the financial help of the Gates
Foundation, some school districts across the
country are actually creating smaller, not larger
schools.™
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Smaller schools offer several benefits, such as
more opportunities for students to participate in
leadership activities, and more social cohesion,
which is associated with greater learning.
“Effective-schools research indicates that
achievement is stronger where schools establish
a clear identity for students—a community of
interest,” says education researcher John T.
Wenders, of the University of Idaho.** G.
Edward Mills, of Fort Hays State University, says
that in smaller schools, students have “higher
achievement, better discipline and attendance,
and higher graduation rates. Additionally,
students and parents from those small schools
reported a high level of satisfaction with the
schools.”®

The adverse impact of larger districts is not as
strongly established in the research as the
effects of larger schools. The arguments in favor
of consolidation, however, also favor larger
districts along with larger schools. Further, we
have already seen a large measure of district
consolidation, with little perceptible gain in
academic achievement. Since 1930, the number
of districts in the country has declined by 90
percent.’® If consolidation was an important
contributor to achievement, we would not be, in
the words of the oft-cited report from 1983, “A
nation at risk.”

Minimal cost savings

While bigness at the school level is harmful, and
consolidation at the district level is of
guestionable benefit, the economic benefits of
consolidation are illusory. While consolidation
sounds like an idea that could save a lot of
money, the reality in many cases is something
different. Dale Ballou, a professor at the
University of Massachusetts, found that
increasing the average size of a school within a
district by 100 students could indeed produce a
cost savings—of three-tenths of one percent of

current spending.’” Two other researchers, who
reviewed academic literature in light of a
proposal to consolidate districts in Arizona,
concluded that “Decades of empirical evidence
show consolidation leads to administrative bloat,
not streamlining.”®

Why might not consolidation produce economic
gains? One reason is that it strengthens the
market power of a particular school district,
reducing the incentive to be more efficient.
Currently, schools are in a weakly competitive
market. Some families are able to choose a
different school, because they can afford the
financial and other costs of moving to a different
district. But consolidation, by design, increases
the geographic scope of a school district, and
thus weakens the power of competition. If school
district A and B merge, parents unhappy with A
certainly cannot move to B. So without the
discipline imposed by the threat of family
departures, the negative developments that
typically accompany large-scale schooling, such
as an increase in the number and scope of
administrators and bureaucratic rules, can
increase without any market check.

Wenders offers one bleak scenario of what
happens in consolidation: "Schools tend to
become larger and more remote from parents.
Research shows that consolidation reduces
competition among urban school districts and
widens the span of district-wide collective
bargaining. This, in turn, increases the clout of
the teachers' unions, raises per-pupil costs, and
reduces student performance."*®

In short, increasing the size of schools, and
districts, poses significant risks, and offers little
in return. Consolidation is not a significantly
useful form of effective school reform.
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Alternatives to Consolidation

If academic quality and cost savings are what
policy makers and the public desire, there are a
number of alternatives to school and district
consolidation. If we want to increase the
educational opportunities of students in remote
areas, distance learning can be used or
expanded. Distance learning has proved itself at
the college level. Fort Hays State University, for
example, offers a virtual college, granting
degrees at the associate’s, bachelor’'s, and
master’s levels. Other, newer technologies such
as desktop video conferencing will build on
distance learning.

At the elementary and secondary level as well,
new technologies are taking hold. The private
company K12, for example, offers a curriculum
that can be used in a virtual charter school
setting that makes use of the Internet. > Even
public school districts are buying into this
approach, and becoming competitive—at least
until other districts complain. The Lawrence
Public Schools, for example, offers a virtual
school. ?* The principal of that school even
started a series of open houses across the state,
offering information about the school. The series
was cancelled after officials from Hutchinson
and other school districts objected.?? The
incident is instructive: rather than embrace
competition as a means of improving education,
some officials feared it, and sought to squelch it.
This approach has a significant downside: by
protecting one particular means of educating
children (the traditional school system, with only
weak competition), it places the emphasis on
structures rather than outcomes.

If saving money is a prime motivation for
consolidation, schools districts can explore
further consolidation of services® as a way to
save money. Every dollar spent on support
services is a dollar not spent in the classroom.

According to the National Center for Education
Statistics, less than 60 percent of the education
dollars in Kansas makes it to the classroom.?*
That calculation reflects only current operating
expenses, and excludes debt service and some
other factors. In other words, there’s a lot of
overhead. Obviously some overhead is
necessary, but putting non-instructional
services up for competitive bidding is a way
to reduce the money spent in that category, and
helps schools get more from that money. Not
only does competitive bidding let schools save
money, it also lets them draw on the specialized
skills and management expertise of outside
firms. Transportation, food service, and human
resources are just a few of the services that
school districts are turning over to private firms.
The list of services that can be delivered through
competitive bidding is long, and it keeps growing
with time.*

Finally lawmakers can address cost concerns by
expanding the role of competition in
schooling itself. Competition brings service
improvements and cost containment throughout
our economy. It can also produce better
management in education. When schools face
increased competition for students, they will find
ways to improve economic efficiency and use
the budget they have in the most effective and
efficient way possible. The alternative is to lose
students and the dollars they bring.

Several means of providing competition among
schools are available, such as vouchers or
tuition tax credits. The benefits of competition
can also be advanced by reducing the various
barriers that exist to the increased use of charter
schools.

School district boards that promote their
services and make them available across district
lines, as Lawrence did with the virtual charter
school, should be applauded, not condemned.
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Conclusion

Many reasons given in support of consolidation
are laudable, at least in part. The results of
consolidation, too often, are not.

It's good to want students to have access to an
expanded offering of courses. But old and new
technologies alike can increase the number of
subjects available to students, without the
academic and financial costs of consolidation.

It's good to promote the economic efficiency of
school administration. But school and district
consolidation has a history of breeding
inefficiencies, not better use of funds.

It's a good idea to allow some teachers to earn
more money. But there are more targeted ways

that reward good teaching, such as introducing
merit pay for outstanding teachers.

Innovation and reform are essential if we want
students to succeed academically, and if we
want taxpayers to get a good return on their
money. Consolidation is at best a distraction
from other reforms. Many of the goals cited in
support of consolidation can be better achieved
through other ways that do not carry the social,
economic, and academic costs of bulking up
schools and reducing the role of competition.

John R. LaPlante is an education
policy fellow with the Flint Hills Center
for Public Policy. He can be reached
at john.laplante @flinthills.org
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