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A Scalpel, Not a Sledge Hammer:  Studies 
Show Statewide, Forced Consolidation Bad for 

Students, Budgets 

How can the state reduce education spending (save 
money on education) while continuing to support 
high – and improving – educational achievement?  
The answer likely includes some specific instances 
of gradual school consolidation and school-ser-
vice centralization.  A long train of experiences in 
other states, studied again and again by a variety 
of universities, has demonstrated that statewide, 
top-down consolidations are ill-considered poli-
cy that neither reliably save money nor improve 
performance.  What will work?  Thoughtful incen-
tive structures that will reduce state support for 
small-district building projects where the state has 
shown more efficient and effective options; under-
write consolidation studies where districts show 
committed interest; and reduce oppressive state 
regulation to allow districts and towns to reap the 
benefits of properly studied, individualized central-
ization and consolidation efforts. 

A number of bills proposed in the early weeks 
of the 2019 Connecticut legislative session have 
proposed state-wide, state-mandated consolida-
tion of school districts. These bills are still largely 
in the concept stage, so they are somewhat sparse 
in detail. What is very clear already, though, is 
that there will be a serious push in this session to 
require massive, statewide, forced school-district 
consolidation, at least for smaller school districts, 
in the near future.

It is also clear that this kind of forced, high-speed 
consolidation mandate would be a serious mis-

take. A thick pile of scholarly studies have demon-
strated that while some case-by-case, thoughtfully 
considered and carefully studied school-district 
consolidations can save states money while im-
proving student performance, state-mandated 
shot-gun school-district marriages of the sort 
contemplated in these proposed bills end badly for 
everyone. They don’t save money. They don’t im-
prove performance. They reduce local educational 
opportunities while increasing student travel time 
– to no good purpose.

We have included at the bottom of this piece a 
list of scholarly papers that have studied issues of 
school consolidation, along with brief summaries 
of their contents. These studies don’t agree in every 
detail; far from it. But they do offer a few consis-
tent, recurring, reliable themes. 

1.	 Top-down, statewide forced-consolidation 
mandates fail. They do not lower costs or 
improve performance. While some consol-
idations can be advantageous, they have 
to be undertaken on a case-by-case basis, 
after careful study and consideration of the 
unique facts in play. 

2.	 Most of the benefits of consolidation came 
as much as a century ago, when small, rural 
one-teacher or one-room school-house 
districts were combined into somewhat 
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larger districts. Those are gone – certainly 
in Connecticut. Where significant returns 
on consolidation remain, they primarily 
arise from the consolidation of rural, very 
small school districts that are nevertheless 
geographically accessible. 

3.	 Consolidation entails significant “start-
up” costs. If there’s no concrete, actuarially 
sound plans for how those costs are going 
to be made up down the road, consolida-
tion is likely to end up increasing costs 
rather than decreasing them. 

4.	 Consolidation that involves significant 
student travel often result in decreased ed-
ucational results for students in all demo-
graphic categories.

These findings make sense. One size seldom fits 
all. Actions forced after little thought, study or at-
tention to the real conditions on the ground result 
in bad outcomes. Government programs usually 
cost more than initially estimated, for a smaller 
net benefit.  

This is particularly true in the context of state-
forced school-district consolidations in the twen-
ty-first century. Many educational expenses are 
mandated by the federal government and cannot 
be changed by anything a state may do. Many oth-
er expenses are mandated by state constitutional 
obligations and by minimum parental expect-
tions, which, again, will not be easily relinquished. 
 This is also both a very odd context in which to 
force consolidation, and a very odd time of his-
tory at which to demand it – and to demand that 
it be cost effective. The ethos of the country has 
moved toward localism in a wide array of ways 
over recent decades. To take just one example: 
more and more citizens are eager, when they shop, 
to buy locally – especially when buying food. We 
want to provide our families food that is fresh, 
that supports our neighbors, and that is grown 
in ways that we know about and approve of. And 
we want to provide our families these nourishing 
goods in a way that does not pollute the environ-

ment with unnecessary miles of transportation.  
Surely the values that we employ in feeding our 
children apply as well in educating them.  We 
want our education suppliers, where reasonable, 
to be local, so that we can keep an eye on how 
things are being done. And far more than our 
broccoli, we don’t want to send our kids on end-
less miles of unnecessary travel every school year 
if they can get as good an education locally.

Now more than ever, the disadvantages of local 
education in smaller venues has been diminished. 
Information is ubiquitous and omnipresent. Just 
as telecommuting becomes more and more a gen-
uine substitute for costly relocation and needless 
business travel, distance learning more and more 
completely replicates an in-class experience. And 
where it does not, a variety of alternatives that do 
not require long-distance student consolidations 
and costly and time-consuming bussing enterpris-
es are ever more readily available.

None of this is to say that there can be no eco-
nomic or learning benefits from well-studied, 
thoughtful, case-by-case school-district consoli-
dation. State laws and policies that foolishly sub-
sidize inefficient or poor-performing small school 
districts should be carefully revised to incentivize 
the most efficient use of resources to achieve the 
highest possible educational outcomes.

A program for achieving these goals is certainly 
possible. While crafting the details of such a plan 
would require careful consideration and study, a 
few potential provisions can be sketched right away.  

1.	 When smaller or poorer-performing school 
districts propose costly capital building 
plans, the state should have the opportu-
nity to study the cost-effectiveness of the 
proposal, and to offer similarly costed and 
feasibility-reviewed alternative plans where 
appropriate. Should the school district elect 
to proceed with its initial plan rather than 
with one demonstrated to be more cost-ef-
fective and more likely to achieve improved 
student results, the school district should 
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bear a significantly increased share of the 
differential cost. 

2.	 School districts that demonstrate a serious 
interest in centralizing services or consoli-
dating with one another should be granted 
state support in undertaking cost and fea-
sibility studies.  Where the studies confirm 
the propriety of the proposal, the districts 
should be incentivized with state assistance 
if they proceed but charged with the cost of 
the studies if they then back out. 

3.	 School districts that actually centralize or 
consolidate should be excused from costly 
state spending and other mandates that 
have no effect on student learning or safety, 
including the minimum-budget formula, 
that currently makes it very difficult for 
school districts to reduce their costs, or 
to realize the benefits of centralization or 
consolidation. 

Yankee Institute will work in the coming weeks 
and months of craft proposals that advance 
opportunities for thoughtful, well-studied and 
constructive consolidation. 
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